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     Marco Polo describes a bridge, stone by stone. 
   “But which is the stone that supports the bridge?” Kublai 

Khan asks. 
 “The bridge is not supported by one stone or another,” Marco 

answers, “but by the line of the arch that they form.” 
 Kublai Khan remains silent, refl ecting. Then he adds: “Why do 

you speak of the stones? It is only the arch that matters to me.” 
 Polo answers: ‘Without stones there is no arch.’ 

  Italo Calvino,  Invisible Cities  (London: Picador, 1979), 66.   

    This ‘middle’ means near the middle, for with respect to the 
exact middle, they have already said that no one knows the 
true central point except God alone. 

  Nachmanides,  Commentary on Genesis,  ed. Charles B. Chavel 
(New York: Judaica Press, 2005), 71        
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        Introduction     

 O N E  O F  U S  had a friend in graduate school, Cathy, who was a very fi ne 
cook, but her grandmother was even better. Cathy would rave about her 
grandmother’s wonderful cakes, with their perfect taste and texture every 
time—the best cakes in the world. Like a good modern cook, she asked her 
grandmother for the recipe. This turned out to be in vain, because her 
grandmother cooked in a diff erent way. There had never been a recipe; the 
grandmother simply combined the ingredients by look, touch, sight, and 
smell. Thinking like the psychology graduate student she was, Cathy con-
structed a recipe by carefully observing her grandmother in the kitchen, 
measuring each ingredient before it went into the batter and writing down 
every action: this many cups of fl our, that many tablespoons of butter. 
Armed with her newly notated knowledge, she returned to her own 
kitchen and baked the cake, only to be sadly disappointed. The cake was 
fi ne, but nothing like the original. 

 Thinking she had made an error, Cathy went back to her grandmother, 
carefully measuring, observing, and noting things once more. She did not 
fi nd the simple notational error that she was looking for, however. Instead, 
every single ingredient measured out diff erently. She tried again with a third 
cake: diff erent again, even though the result was as delicious as ever. The 
lesson she fi nally learned is that the perfect cake cannot be notated, but ap-
pears only in context. It is not the product of a recipe, but of unique interac-
tions involving the cook’s senses (how she packs her cup measure, how she 
stirs her batter), the temperature and humidity at the moment, the specifi c 
cooking utensils, and the particular histories of the ingredients (the fat con-
tent of the butter, how long the fl our had been sitting on the shelf, and so on). 

 Cathy gave up on the recipe. Recipes let anyone bake a cake, but they 
let no one bake a perfect cake. 

 This is not a book about cooking, but it is about how we can deal with 
the intractable and untidy realities that make recipes and other instructive 
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lists simultaneously so central to our lives and so inadequate to our needs. 
Much of human experience resembles those cake ingredients. It changes 
so constantly that even our bag of fl our has diff erent properties today from 
those it had yesterday. This is true of our understandings of ourselves, of 
the natural world, and of the social relations that surround us. All of these 
things are so complex and so variable that they force us to simplify, even 
just to see or think. Imagine, for example, those extreme close-up images 
of an unrecognizable terrain that we suddenly recognize as a human palm 
as the camera moves away. Only the simplifi cation of distance and the loss 
of detail allow us to make sense out of the underlying complexity. Or recall 
the enormous burden of memory that Proust tastes in a cookie. Or think 
of the diplomatic impossibilities of dealing with a student who is also your 
waiter, your better in karate class, and the lover of a colleague. Out of all 
the infi nite possible detail, which itself changes from moment to moment, 
what can we grasp on to? We must categorize, but every category pulls us 
away from the shifting and complex experience of reality. Every category 
thus leaves an ambiguous zone at its edges. 

 Ambiguity is built into our experiences and relationships, but we have to 
impose an order of some sort in order to live: this is the fundamental prob-
lem that we try to think through in this book. How can we create boundaries 
and transcend them at the same time? What grounds can we fi nd to cross 
the lines that we must draw between categories of ideas, objects, and per-
sons? How, to reduce this to a pressing social problem, can a genuine plu-
ralism be possible, the ability both to accept and cross the boundary between 
“us “and “them”? Our fi rst chapter is devoted to this problem of ambiguity, 
arguing that human existence and our need to interact with each other and 
the natural world force ambiguity upon us. The very production of cate-
gories to deal with those interactions, we argue, inevitably generates ambi-
guities and forces us to face the problem of how to deal with them. 

 Cake recipes are a subclass of one kind of solution to this problem. 
They reduce and simplify a shifting reality by giving us a checklist of rules 
to follow. We call this broad category “notation.” It includes far more than 
cooking, of course. Any bookstore off ers shelf after shelf of books with 
sets of rules for anything we want to do. There are all of the do-it-yourself 
manuals—the home shop equivalents of cookbooks. And just as Cathy 
found with her grandmother, those of us who try to learn plumbing or 
roof repair from a book quickly realize that it will never give us the skills 
of a veteran plumber or roofer whose extensive experience in many 
 diff erent contexts creates a kind of knowledge not captured in any list of 
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instructions. There are also all the self-improvement books that off er us 
formulas to lose weight, cure addictions, get rich, appreciate fi ne wines, or 
win friends and infl uence people. 

 Then there are the social scientifi c attempts to distill ambiguities and 
complexities by elaborating new categories to name and simplify them. 
This book is no exception—all books are notations, and we have begun 
already by starting to limn the boundaries of terms like “ambiguity” and 
“notation.” Classifi cation remains a core piece of the scientifi c enterprise, 
as we try push further against the inadequacies of current categories to 
explain our data, and to develop new categories. 

 In contemporary societies, one of the most important forms of nota-
tion is the legal system. Sets of laws give us the rules that create one 
important basis for modern social life. They allow us, for example, to 
undertake a fi nancial transaction with an utter stranger, or perhaps make 
a purchase over the Internet, and still feel confi dent that goods will be 
delivered. Laws are the way in which states notate social life. Lawyers are 
the people who best understand how to apply those rules as we draw up 
mortgages, wills, and deeds. But they are also the people who specialize in 
exploring the ambiguities at the edges of the law. Much of what happens 
in a courtroom, for instance, is not just the unearthing of facts in the style 
of Perry Mason. Usually all the facts are known to both sides before the 
trial starts. Instead, the lawyers work to clarify the ambiguities that always 
result when sets of rules run up against the complexities of real contexts. 
Arguments between prosecution and defense often center on exactly how 
the law applies in a given context. Every time a precedent is set through 
this process of interpretation, the legal system has attempted to reduce 
ambiguity a little bit more. 

  Chapter  2   carries this discussion much further, and it also makes the 
crucial point that notation can never fully resolve ambiguity. We cannot 
live without notation, but notation can never be complete. Just ask anyone 
who has never used a saw or a wrench before, but has tried to follow a 
home repair manual; or anyone who has never sewn to follow a dress 
 pattern. We can return to cookbooks for an easy example. One of the most 
important cookbooks in the history of French cuisine is Auguste Escoffi  -
er’s  Le guide culinaire , fi rst published in 1903. All of his recipes are short 
and direct, and quite impossible to follow without training. His recipe for 
a chicken fricassee with onions and mushrooms in a wine-cream sauce 
( à l’Ancienne ), for example, is just 76 words long in the English edition. It 
begins: “Prepare the Fricassee in the usual manner as for veal” and says 
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no more about cooking the chicken itself.   1    It gets no easier after that. 
These are sets of rules for someone who already knows a great deal. 

 The natural solution that most home cooks want is not, of course, the 
years of apprenticeship and bodily experience that Escoffi  er assumed. It is 
ever more detailed rules: rules that explain how to interpret the fi rst set of 
rules. Supplying this was the genius of Julia Child and her co-authors in 
 Mastering the Art of French Cooking . Their recipe for the exact same dish 
begins on page 258 of the fi rst volume, and continues on through page 
261.   2    This is not counting the two other recipes in the book (for the onions 
and the mushrooms) that this one requires. It is roughly ten times the 
length of Escoffi  er’s version, even though it omits the “pale baked cres-
cents of puff  pastry” with which he decorates the plate, and which occupy 
about 20 percent of his recipe (just 15 words). The success of the book 
certainly indicates that more rules can help make things accessible. 
 Nevertheless, instructions that tell us to cook the vegetables until they are 
“almost tender” are not very helpful to an inexperienced cook. A truly 
complete set of rules would be unreadably long if it were possible at all. 
And even then, the best we could hope for would be Cathy’s perfectly 
 adequate but far from perfect cake. 

 Endless notation, the attempt to conquer ambiguity by creating ever 
more categories and rules, is ultimately futile. It simply produces new 
ambiguities, as in the evolutionary biologists’ joke that every time they 
discover a missing link it produces two new missing links. By saying this, 
we do not mean to argue that notation is unnecessary or undesirable. On 
the contrary, we do not see how human social life would be possible with-
out it. Our claim is simply that notation cannot solve the problem of 
 ambiguity, and that its primary mechanism of establishing new bound-
aries therefore causes as many problems as it solves. Pluralism and  related 
problems will not be solved so much by notating new boundaries—new 
rules and categories—as by fi nding ways of working across them. 

 The remainder of this book is dedicated to two other general ways of 
dealing with ambiguity, not by trying to remove it through the creation of 
new boundaries but by learning to live with it in diff erent ways. The fi rst 
of these is ritual and the second is shared experience. There may well be 
other important mechanisms, but we have chosen to concentrate on these 
two because we think that they have important potentials as we struggle to 
live with ambiguity and diff erence. There has been a long tendency to look 
toward notation as the preeminent solution to problems like pluralism, 
measuring its objects in census categories, and legislating its problems 



Introduction   7 

away through constitutions and legal codes. This can take forms that 
vary—from the denial that there can be any signifi cant public boundaries 
separating citizens or, at the other extreme, the ethnic cleansings that have 
haunted Europe’s past. Ritual and shared experience off er alternatives to 
these notational strategies, and so deserve greater attention than they 
 usually receive. 

 By “ritual,” we mean primarily those acts that are formalized through 
social convention and are repeated over and over in ways that people 
 recognize as somehow the same as before. We are less interested in 
 phenomena like the personal rituals that psychiatrists sometimes discuss 
(which are repeated but not social), but we do mean to include a wide 
range of phenomena that are not limited to religion alone. As we will 
 discuss in  chapter  3  , much of the anthropological literature on ritual has 
emphasized its notational capacities, its ability to defi ne and create bound-
aries. This is certainly correct, but we emphasize that crossing boundaries 
is just as inherent to the ritual process. 

 Ritual crosses borders of all kinds: between humans and spirits, men 
and women, food and people. Like the potlatch, the Olympics, or Trobri-
and cricket, it can unite diverse peoples. As in purifi cations, initiations, or 
sacrifi ces, it can transform objects or people from one category to another. 
At the most fundamental level, it carries us across the very boundaries that 
it most clearly creates, the boundaries between everyday life and those 
moments of ritual life. This happens when people cross themselves when 
entering or leaving a Catholic church, when a judge bangs a gavel in a 
courtroom, or when professors march into or out of a room wearing 
 mortarboard and gown for a graduation. 

 Émile Durkheim understood the sacred as the world that is “set apart” 
from the ordinary and profane. For him, the distinction between sacred 
and profane was the most fundamental category boundary of all, the 
 beginning of all setting apart, and thus fundamental to society. In his 
sense, we usually think of ritual as dealing with the sacred world alone, 
but in fact the basic structure of every single ritual is to cross the boundary 
between sacred and profane, not simply to play in the world of the sacred. 
Unlike notation, which creates categories, ritual crosses over them, and it 
does this repeatedly. The repetitions themselves will form a crucial part of 
our argument on ritual, because they create a fl ow of time and thus the 
grounds for imagining a shared past and future. That is, the rhythms of 
ritual are one key to what may allow us to live together socially, even as we 
accept the diff erences that separate us. 
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 A repeated crossing between sacred and profane has profoundly 
 diff erent social implications from a view that would leave us on just one 
side or the other of that boundary. We could think of secularism as the 
reduction of all categories to the profane. At the other extreme, the  modern 
religious fundamentalisms attempt to reduce all categories to the sacred. 
Either alternative leaves no space for pluralism; boundaries are not 
crossed. It should probably not surprise us that both secularism and reli-
gious fundamentalism grew out of the Reformation, which itself was the 
beginning of a powerful attack on ritual that has in many ways continued 
to characterize attitudes in Europe and America and has had a strong in-
fl uence around the world. Ritual, we hope to suggest, still has an impor-
tant role to play in teaching us to live with diff erences and all their 
associated ambiguities. 

 The fi nal response to ambiguity that we will discuss here (primarily in 
 chapter  4  ) deals with boundaries and categories in a diff erent way—it 
brackets those diff erences away for a period of time to allow us to work in 
the full complexity and idiosyncrasy of a particular context. On a tempo-
rary and ad hoc basis, this strategy lets us take practical action by eliding 
the problems of categories and the ambiguities they produce. Time fl ows 
here, too, but no longer in the predictable rhythms of ritual that allow us 
to imagine ourselves as a society. Instead, it is truly historical time that 
never repeats but instead constantly forces us into new confi gurations—
confi gurations that can potentially challenge and remake our most funda-
mental understandings. 

 Let us indulge in one last food example. This is a story that one of us 
heard at a summer camp reunion, told by a camper recalling an event of the 
1980s. This camp had a very strict rule that children could not eat sweets or 
junk food of any kind. Parents could send packages of food, but these were 
always opened in the offi  ce so that counselors could confi scate any contra-
band food. The offi  ce was tiny, though, and one day an enormous box 
 arrived for one of the campers. There was no way to open it and pull out the 
contents in the offi  ce, so they agreed to open it in the child’s cabin, closely 
supervised by counselors on guard against any possible junk food. 

 And indeed, mixed in among many other things, the box contained 
three packages of a greatly desired and utterly forbidden treat—Pringles. 
All the cabin’s campers were standing right there, though, and a din of 
wheedling, pleading voices ensued. The counselors conferred for a  minute 
and agreed to a compromise. The children could have all the Pringles they 
could grab in 30 seconds. Further negotiations ensued, for instance about 
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whether opening the package counted (it did not). With the packages open 
and the Pringles in neat piles and rows, a counselor counted down: ready, 
set, GO! 

 Bedlam quickly followed as all the children grabbed the chips one at a 
time. One boy said to do it his way, and shoved as many as he could hold 
straight into his mouth. Soon everyone was doing the same. In 30  seconds, 
it was all over, except for the cleaning. There were Pringle shards 
 everywhere—children had to be washed, bedding shaken out, fl oors 
swept, and so on. In the end, each child probably got little more than a 
mouthful of the forbidden food. 

 Rules must exist in order for us to share lives together. But we also have 
to understand when it is better to break them, when the social order is 
sturdy enough to allow a little shaking in exchange for some appropriate 
rewards. The counselors here did not follow the letter of the camp rules, 
but they were helping to strengthen the spirit of those rules, and many 
others besides: goods are collective and not individual, sharing is a key 
value, good fun is why everyone is at camp, and perhaps most importantly, 
decision making is a shared responsibility that includes campers as well 
as counselors. 

 The example is trivial, of course. We bring it up, however, because it 
illustrates the importance of the context, of the historical moment, and the 
way that it can work positively by bracketing away some of the usual rules, 
restrictions, and categories of life. The usual default in such a situation 
would be to enforce the letter of the law by confi scating the food, or per-
haps a sort of passive rebellion in which campers manage to sneak some 
of the food away and eat it on the sly. Instead of either enforcing the law or 
actively rejecting it, the situation became an opportunity to work together, 
to reach a compromise that off ered everyone more than just obedience or 
resistance would have. 

 These three modes for handling boundaries—notation, ritual, and 
shared experience—are not mutually exclusive. On the contrary, we argue 
that all three are necessary and important in all societies. They intermix in 
diff erent ways, however, and the nature of that mix helps to construct 
 alternative historicities and socialities. As we will discuss, each implies a 
very diff erent notion of time and a very diff erent conception of self and 
other. We devote one chapter to each mode, but also interweave a set of 
interludes to work through some examples—textual, historical, and 
 ethnographic—with more sensitivity to their own contexts. In writing 
these interludes, we have allowed ourselves some room to wander, but 
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most of our examples come from the Jewish and Chinese cases that we 
know best. These two long traditions lend themselves easily to our pur-
poses because they provide many examples of the complex interactions 
among notation, ritual, and shared experience. Each has a long notational 
tradition, but each has also particularly emphasized ritualized ways of 
dealing with ambiguity and each has made room as well for the more con-
textualized uses of shared experience. We have thus chosen them not so 
much because they are representative but because they are illustrative of 
the full range of human possibilities that we want to explore. 

 From within the almost infi nite possible range of human interactions, 
we are most concerned in this book with exploring the possibilities of 
empathy and living with diff erence that both ritual and shared experience 
evoke. Our contemporary world seems trapped in notational devices that 
absolutize our boundaries into binary divisions—increasingly impassable 
walls that separate without bridging, divide without uniting. Such pow-
erful boundaries discourage us from exploring the unknown, from host-
ing strangers, from fi nding familiarity in the unfamiliar. We use our 
notational systems—our categories of knowledge—to isolate the worlds of 
security and danger, closely homologous to the known and the unknown. 
The grey shades of ambiguity get lost all too often, and with them the 
ability to widen the boundaries of ourselves through the creative illusions 
that the ambiguous space provides. 

 The increasing interconnections of our global world make the impera-
tive of living together diff erently a central concern for everyone. This book 
suggests that such a genuine pluralism involves an approach to bound-
aries and their navigation that must make room for the ambiguous and 
poorly delineated just as much as for the clear conceptual distinctions on 
which our notational systems are based. Crossing boundaries without dis-
solving them, we will claim, forms the very heart of empathy and so of life 
with the other. Empathy grows out of hard, focused boundary work, which 
both ritual and shared experience demand. 

 While the chapters of this book work out the analytic armature of this 
argument, it is in the interludes that we contextualize concrete cases 
dealing with diff erent ritual orders and frames of experience. For us, and 
we hope for our readers, these cases—from Greek myth, Jewish exegesis 
and law, Chinese politics, and Confucian thought—are fi rst and foremost 
lessons in humility. They off er examples from former times and very 
 diff erent civilizational endeavors of the multiple ways in which ambiguity 
can be approached: valued, précised, and played with, without  succumbing 



Introduction   11 

to the very present drive to disambiguate and so reduce experience to 
 binary categories. It seems to us that there is much here to learn from. 

 Looked at from a diff erent angle, we may well ask how we can order the 
world and still fi nd a way to live with the problems that the resulting 
 categories create. How can we deal with otherness in all its forms—the 
inevitable result of ordering—and still recognize how much we have in 
common with the other? In our contemporary world, notation and more 
notation seem to provide the default response to these issues. It is our 
hope here to enrich the possibilities by putting ritual and shared experi-
ence back on the table as equal partners as we all continue to search for 
solutions to the deep problems of a genuine pluralism.     
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         1 

 The Importance of Being 
Ambiguous     

 A N  E A R L Y  D E A T H  knell for tonal music sounded in June 1865, with the 
opening notes at the fi rst public performance of Richard Wagner’s  Tristan 
und Isolde . The initial chord—famous among musicologists as the Tristan 
chord—is dissonant, leading a listener with an ear accustomed to  European 
music traditions to wait endlessly for a resolution into some more conso-
nant chord. Consonance involves a perceived aural stability, a comfortable 
placement into one of the set of 24 basic harmonic patterns accepted in 
the tradition (such as A minor or B major). What we hear as dissonance 
are the notes that do not fi t the pattern, the ones that have been borrowed 
from some other pattern. That is, dissonance presents itself to the ear as a 
tension that makes us yearn for a resolution. The ambiguity in the Tristan 
chord lies in the possibility of resolving it in several diff erent ways. It 
seems to be in too many keys at once. 

 Wagner was, of course, hardly the fi rst to use dissonance to add tension 
to his music. While exactly what people hear as dissonant has changed 
over time and varies culturally, the basic musical movement of dissonance 
to consonance, tension to balance, ambiguity to clarity, is both ancient and 
widespread. Even the particular notes of the Tristan chord had been used 
by earlier composers, who also played with its radical ambiguity.   1     Wagner’s 
innovation was that he never let go of the chord. Every time it sounds as if 
it is about to resolve, he moves it into some new realm of ambiguity, 
 androgynous and irresolvable. The result is a constant disquiet, a churn-
ing yearning that fi ts perfectly with the intertwined love/death at the heart 
of the story. Instead of relieving us of the ambiguity, Wagner makes us 
swim in it. The idea recurs several times throughout the opera, and he 
only allows a resolution at the end of the fi nal act. The harmonic  ambiguity 
of a chord whose tonal base was unclear meant that, at least for these long 
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passages, the opera did not establish a key. It was the beginning of the end 
for the tonal system. 

 Except, of course, that reports of the death of tonality—common by the 
early twentieth century—turned out to be greatly premature. Tonality 
 continues to predominate in all forms of popular music, and remains 
strong even within contemporary “classical” music. Listeners are now far 
more comfortable with atonality than during Wagner’s day. Nevertheless, 
most music today continues the long tradition of using harmonic ambi-
guity as a device to produce tension, to toy with the boundaries of a stable 
tonal center, but then to return to a harmonic home. It is this productive 
tension between ambiguity and order that we hope to explore here.    

  A World of Categories   

 We bring up this musical experiment because it seems to predate some 
similar developments in social scientifi c thinking about ambiguity in a 
world of categories. Among the founding thinkers of modern social 
 science, it was especially Durkheim who placed the problem of classifi cation 
at the very center of our undertaking. Philosophically, Durkheim was very 
much a “constructivist”  avant la lettre . That is to say, he refused to privi-
lege any particular understanding or construction of the world as ontolog-
ically more “real” than any other. Instead, he understood the worlds we 
inhabit as constructed socially, together—a work of many minds, working 
with the tools of language and other symbol systems.   2    In  Primitive 
Classifi cation , he and his co-author Marcel Mauss argued that there is 
nothing natural about classifi cation systems, but that they are a necessary 
and learned feature of human groups. While much that we experience 
is a fuzzy continuum, we need to classify things and concepts to survive, 
“to arrange them in groups which are distinct from each other, and are 
separated by clearly determined lines of demarcation.”   3    In his later work, 
 The Elementary Forms of Religious Life , Durkheim makes a case for 
the division between sacred and profane being the most fundamental 
classifi cation of all, with the sacred’s most important feature being its 
categorical clarity. Sacred things are  utterly set apart and forbidden to the 
profane—the distinction is absolute in Durkheim, and there is no room 
for ambiguity.   4    At roughly the same time, Ferdinand de Saussure was also 
clarifying the notion of category in language, making the unambiguous 
contrast between categories into the fundamental building block of his 
analysis of language. 
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 These insights shaped much of what came later, especially in 
 anthropology, as it turned to fundamental classifi cations of things like 
space, time, and person. One of the important breakthroughs came with 
the structuralists, who drew heavily on both Durkheim and Saussure. A 
key insight grew out of the realization that if much of the world were 
really a continuum, then our arbitrary (i.e., culturally determined) impo-
sition of categories would necessarily omit objects or experiences that 
did not fi t neatly into any category. That is, while we cannot live without 
distinctions, we also never quite make our peace with them at either 
individual or social levels. 

 Claude Lévi-Strauss developed this, for instance, in his discussion of 
“mediators” in myths. While most of myth, for Lévi-Strauss, has a  structure 
of underlying categories quite parallel to what Saussure saw for the 
grammar or phonology of a language, he also recognized certain features 
that stood between categories and could never be resolved. In  The Raw and 
the Cooked , he discussed fi sh poison (an inedible food) and the opossum 
(combining life/motherhood and death/stench) as such permanent 
 ambiguities. Both represent “a union of nature and culture which brings 
about their disjunction.”   5    In a veiled reference back to the Tristan chord, 
he even wonders whether Isolde can be reduced to an “opossum  function,” 
and whether the mediation of the love philter/death philter in the opera 
relates to the essential ambiguity of its tonality.   6       

 The British anthropologists Mary Douglas and Edmund Leach further 
developed the idea that the leftover bits that fall between are crucial to 

A not-A

Ambiguous boundary
zone, ‘sacred’ area,
subject to taboo

    figure 1.1     Ambiguity in Leach  
  After Edmund Leach,  Culture and Communication: The Logic by Which Symbols Are Connected: 
An Introduction to the Use of Structuralist Analysis in Social Anthropology  (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1976), 35.    
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clarifying the categories themselves. Leach would typically draw the idea 
with a simple diagram (see  fi gure  1.1  ). Recalling Durkheim directly, Leach 
sometimes described the overlapping area that is both A and not-A as the 
arena of the sacred and hence subject to taboo. Defi ning the marginal 
zone as taboo clarifi es the boundaries of the category itself. This is a key, 
for example, to his playful analysis of why certain animal categories count 
as verbal abuse (“pig”) but not others (“ocelot”).   7    More famously, Mary 
Douglas drew on much the same line of thinking when she argued that 
the prohibitions of Leviticus were really taboos on potential foods that fell 
between the cracks of the ancient Jewish classifi cation system for living 
things, or that the heavy symbolic load of the pangolin among the central 
African Lele stemmed from the animal’s anomalies: scaled like a reptile 
but bearing live young, an anteater that climbs trees, and so on.   8    

 This understanding of the boundaries of our categories and of myriad 
ritually performed boundary-maintaining devices has especially shaped 
our thinking about pollution and the rules of ritual pollution. These rules 
“are unequivocal,” as Douglas pointed out.   9    Pollution rules, as she ana-
lyzes them, supplement ambivalent and multidimensional moral dictates 
with hard and fast rules that brook no interpretive laxity. “Defi lement” in 
Paul Ricoeur’s telling phrase, “is itself a symbol of evil.”   10    In these read-
ings, pollution rules—which defi ne certain acts as purifying or polluting—
reinforce and clarify hard moral boundaries. They defend those boundaries 
from the compromises off ered by the labile nature of a reality that is not 
so clearly demarcated. Without such demarcation, they imply, reality is 
ambiguous to its core. Interpretive diff erences and ambiguous under-
standings threaten all rules and categories. 

 Many of the anthropological insights into ambiguity recall what  Donald 
Levine called the “fl ight from ambiguity.” Levine argued that there has 
been a modern assault on ambiguity that has continued since the 
 seventeenth century. In language, this meant a demeaning of its poetic 
character (a problem for thinkers from Saussure to Russell); in social 
 science, it meant obscuring the ambiguities of actual experience in favor 
of the simplicities of rationalization or of status and role.   11    Levine argued 
that modernity as a form of social organization and as a philosophical, 
scientifi c, and ethical program rejects ambiguity and ambivalence. It pos-
itively values straight talk and clear thinking, unambiguous expressions 
and a linguistic practice modeled on mathematical precision. Direct com-
munication rather than ambiguous circumlocutions are the hallmarks of 
Locke’s philosophy as of Descartes’. They characterized the thought and 



The Importance of Being Ambiguous   17 

writings of Condorcet and of Samuel Johnson. They lie at the core of 
 modern science, of Protestant religiosity, and of social science.    

  Exploring Ambiguity   

 Nevertheless, the anthropological study of ambiguity did not stop with 
modernity’s fl ight from it. One early classic example was  Radcliff e-Brown’s 
analysis of joking relationships around the world.   12    These are social ties 
in which disrespectful teasing between two people is positively valued; 
in some cases it is required. Such ties frequently occur between relatives 
by marriage, like a man talking to his wife’s relatives. In some societies, 
they may also appear in ties between allied clans. For Radcliff e-Brown 
they resolve a form of ambiguity that arises between “consociates”—
people who are members of groups that must be kept separate yet must 
also maintain friendly ties. A man’s in-laws, for  example, are clearly not 
 members of his lineage, so pure solidarity is an inappropriate attitude. 
Yet he also must maintain good relations to them. They are both rela-
tives and non-relatives, A and not-A. There is no way to resolve this 
status into one thing or the other; those people will never be lineage 
brothers but cannot be treated as strangers, either. The answer is the 
gentle disrespect of the joke. 

 Keith Basso’s study of the Western Apache showed a diff erent solu-
tion to a similar situation.   13    When social relationships are unclear for 
the Western Apache—strangers with whom one must interact, young 
men and women beginning to court, or children coming home after a 
very long absence, for instance—they simply sit in silence for long pe-
riods of time. As with Radcliff e-Brown’s case, ambiguities in social posi-
tion are met with verbal ambiguities, in this case the uninterpretability 
of silence. 

 The fi eld’s fascination with the things between the categories evolved 
further with the realization that taboo and verbal restriction are far from 
the only ways of dealing with such ambiguities. We will not delve far into 
Victor Turner’s well-known writings on liminality, except to note that in 
his hands the area “betwixt and between” took on a new richness—a 
source of elation as well as terror, of learning as well as discipline.   14    
 Moments of transition often reveal the arbitrary, temporal, contingent and 
hence fragile nature of our world of distinctions. He showed this in fi elds 
that ranged from initiation rites to pilgrimage. Liminality was for him a 
deeply complex aspect of human life, not simply the dirt to sweep under 
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the rug. These liminal moments make the whole skein of order visible, 
threatening to reveal that the emperor has no clothes after all. Our attitude 
toward order at these moments teeters with our increased realization of 
just how fragile are the categories and conceits upon which we construct 
our worlds of work and kinship, of play and politics, not to mention our 
religions, sexualities, diets, dislikes, and dementias. 

 Even Turner’s work, however, continues to emphasize the clarity of the 
boundary between liminality and order. He describes “communitas,” for 
example, as “essentially opposed to structure, as antimatter is  hypothetically 
opposed to matter. Thus, even when communitas becomes normative its 
religious expressions become closely hedged about by rules and 
 interdictions—which act like the lead container of a dangerous radioactive 
isotope.”   15    The very focus on the “liminal” attempts to make a category out 
of what lies between, or of that which overlaps with more than one cate-
gory (i.e., the ambiguous). Within much anthropological thinking, we 
have become used to understanding our categories—“liminality” 
 included—as relatively clearly demarked units, symbolic structures with 
sharp edges, hard, impenetrable and sheer.   16    Even in Turner’s complex 
and evocative version of the fuzziness, openness, and lability of the lim-
inal space, we still fi nd it well bounded, even as it is shunted off  from the 
more properly ordered and categorized realms of social life. 

 When the force of ambiguity’s intrusion makes the indistinct aspects 
of life impossible to ignore, they are recategorized as liminal, marginal, 
shut off  by their own boundaries from the realms of social structure and 
social ordering. This maintains the idea of the inviolability of boundaries 
and preserves the coherency of our analytic models. The sheerness of the 
boundaries and hence of our categories remains, even if there is nothing 
sheer about the reality or thing that they defi ne.    

  Embracing Ambiguity   

 Much of this book seeks alternative ways of understanding and relating 
to the labile, the fuzzy, the indistinct, and the ambiguous. We begin 
with the inevitability of the ambiguous, which is built into the core of 
our existence in the world. The world may well begin in chaos and be 
ordered through eff orts human or divine, as so many origin tales relate. 
The very ordering of chaos, however, creates its own ambiguity. The 
generation of life entails death, just as purity implies impurity, and 
categories require margins. The generation of order thus generates 
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ambiguity as well. The very process of categorizing always problema-
tizes the area around the category. With cleanliness we get not only 
dirt, but endless debates (i.e., ambiguities) around what is clean, what 
is dirty, where the one ends and the other begins, and if it is water that 
purifi es or our intentions. 

 At very roughly the same time that Turner, Douglas, and Leach were 
writing, some psychological and sociological studies began to explore just 
how central ambiguity was to modern life.   17    Robert Merton, together with 
Eleanor Barber, their followers, and critics, explored the concept of 
 ambivalence and how a certain degree of ambiguity was embedded “in 
particular status and status-sets together with their associated roles.”   18    The 
indeterminacy of social roles, the confl icting normative expectations of 
behavior and belief accorded to any one status or set of statuses, as well as 
“the incompatible normative expectations incorporated in a single role of 
a single social status” formed the root of what they termed “sociological 
ambivalence.”   19    Ambiguity in this view is systemic, an aspect of the 
 construction of society and not solely of the “feeling states of one or an-
other type of personality.” Roles came to be understood as containing both 
“major norms and minor counter-norms [that] alternatively govern role-
behavior to produce ambivalence.”   20    There was therefore no way around 
this systemic ambiguity. Social expectations had to be fulfi lled, despite 
their ambiguity. Denying it was impossible. 

 Beyond these sociological insights, several studies showed that indi-
vidual tolerance for ambiguity correlated directly with a strong sense of 
moral autonomy. In contrast, a low tolerance for ambiguity correlated with 
“crude stereotyping, rigid defenses and general lack of insight.”   21    In the 
famous Frankfurt School study of the authoritarian personality, for 
instance, intolerance for ambiguity accompanied high scores for ethno-
centrism and authoritarianism.   22    

 While we do not usually associate either Turner or the Frankfurt School 
with post-structuralist theory, in retrospect both approaches share the 
insight that the categories of structural contrast can never tell a full story 
of human meaning—that the bits that lie between are critical to the human 
project.   23    More than Turner, post-structuralists like Derrida worked this 
through as part of a critique of the way in which language itself functions. 
One of the problems that they pointed to in the structuralist understanding 
of language as a set of clearly contrasting categories was that the cate-
gories interacted with each other. If the sound “hat” means hat in part 
because of a phonological contrast with “mat” and “cat,” and a semantic 
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contrast with words like “shirt” or “fedora,” then there is a sense in which 
all possible meanings are implied, at least as negations, by any utterance. 

 In addition, any sign must be repeatable to count as a sign; if we could 
only use it once, we wouldn’t count it as a sign at all. We will return in a 
later chapter to the important problem of repetition, but here let us note 
only that no repetitions are ever exactly identical—and that meaning 
itself is thus unstable, never fully the same from one context to the next. 
With this sort of analysis, post-structuralists have been able to decon-
struct any system of categories, to show that the sorts of ambiguities of 
meaning that we usually associate only with poetry in fact aff ect every 
utterance.   24    

 And so, after a bit more than a century, the study of meaning also 
 discovered a kind of Tristan chord in which ambiguity cannot be resolved. 
Yet just as tonality did not die from having its ambiguities unveiled, 
 neither did systems of categories. Except for some of the more nihilistic 
practitioners of post-structuralism, there has been a general realization 
that recognizing the limits of linguistic categories draws us back to the 
ways that particular social contexts nevertheless allow shared interpreta-
tions through the works of social convention or of power.   25    We are left, as 
with music, with the constant interplay of ambiguity and order.    

  Ambiguities and Order   

 This interplay forms the heart of what we hope to explore here. One way 
to think about it is through the enormous plasticity of human social 
worlds. In the absence of social conventions, humans would face a world 
where anything is possible at any time—perhaps not entirely in the world 
of nature, but certainly in the world of men and women. We need food and 
shelter, of course, and it still (usually) takes two genders to reproduce. Yet 
there are no biological or other “natural” determinants to chart out which 
woman will conceive with which man. In stark terms, there is nothing 
preventing incest, other than social convention. 

 Incest, the one universal taboo, has long generated scholarly interest as 
a marker of the diff erentiation that makes all other distinctions possible. 
It is a hard-won crease in the permanent fl ow of the world; it breaks the 
boundlessness—and hence chaos—of nature. It imposes on the fl ow of 
experience the beginnings of those human categories that allow us to 
think and ultimately to act upon the world. Diff erentiations and  distinctions 
are the primary tools of human order, hard won and hard preserved. This 
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was a key insight of both Durkheim and Freud, in their very diff erent 
ways, early in the twentieth century. Civilization is the process of 
 categorization, of distinguishing and separating.   26    

 With the primary human activities of distinction and diff erentiation, 
we immediately encounter the problem of boundaries. Diff erentiation 
presupposes limits; horizons and margins mark off  all discrete entities. 
The concepts of distinction and those of boundaries are inconceivable 
without each other. 

 Boundaries, however, beget ambiguities. They do this in two ways. 
First, boundaries both connect and divide. They unite and separate. This 
is because the act of distinguishing between one entity and another always 
brings them in relation to one another. The work of D. W. Winnicott on 
child development is perhaps the paradigm statement in human relations 
of how it takes a prior separation for two entities to connect and to be in 
relation with one another.   27    For him, culture develops out of our 
 contestation with the diff erentiation and distinction necessary for life. The 
fi rst and most diffi  cult of such distinctions, as he describes it, is our recog-
nition of the mother as standing apart from the self. How does a child 
come to perceive the mother as a separate entity, and thus develop its own 
category of self? He argued that this happened through the imposition of 
a “third space”—a mediation of transitional objects like teddy bears—that 
could occupy the space that was both A (child) and not-A (mother), as in 
 fi gure  1.1  . This allows our psychic recognition of the autonomy of each 
(on a good day). Boundaries thus point both outward as well as inward. 
They signify the world beyond, as well as what is contained within. 

 Boundaries are ambiguous in another way as well, for boundaries both 
constrain and are constrained by the power of the center, that organizing 
force or principle whose margins they defi ne. As limits or margins, 
 boundaries share in the defi ning traits and characteristics of whatever fi eld 
of meaning they circumscribe. Yet whatever lies beyond the fi eld of such 
meaning impinges upon them. Hence their dangerous nature. The struc-
turing of human cognitive fi elds mandates boundaries, but at the same time 
they always threaten those fi elds. Perhaps this is just another way of saying 
that diff erentiation is never secure. The propensity toward some form of 
de-diff erentiation always exists, and the threat comes from the boundaries 
themselves—the very entity upon which diff erentiation itself stands. 

 The two of us often teach a course together, and we usually have one 
session in which we empty our pockets and bags into a miscellaneous 
heap on the desk, making sure that there are plenty of diff erent types of 
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coins, keys, paper clips, rubber bands, lint, assorted small bits of rock or 
glass or whatever. We ask a student to order the objects into categories and 
then to explain her thinking. And then we ask another student to do the 
same exercise diff erently. It is not diffi  cult for them to observe that the or-
dering involves: (a) division, the distinction, and separation of our pockets’ 
contents into diff erent groups; (b) the imposition of categories and bound-
aries; and (c) the possibility of vastly diff erent possible organizing princi-
ples for this division (all forms of money together, or all forms of metal, or 
all items with writing on them, or all round objects, or brown ones, etc.). 

 Any choice of categories brings along its inherent ambiguities. Should 
the penny be classifi ed as an item of money, one with writing on it, a 
round object, or a brown one? There is no one “right” answer, and yet the 
order established (i.e., what will be separated and what united, where are 
the boundaries drawn) varies enormously in each case. Ordering brings 
ambiguity: the penny could go in so many vastly diff erent spaces. Still, this 
sort of ambiguity about where to place the penny already diff ers greatly 
from the absolute chaos that reigned when everything was mushed 
 together in a jumble. Chaos has given way to ambiguity through the 
 imposition of distinctions between diff erent units. And while these dis-
tinctions are ambiguous, especially at their margins, we are still a far cry 
from the senseless world occasioned by purely undiff erentiated existence. 

 Any creation of order, any imposition of boundaries and categories, 
brings ambiguities. Note also that the very idea of ambiguity implies the 
existence of diff erence. If there were no diff erences (or diff erentiation), 
there would be no ambiguity. Plurality—otherness—rests on diff erence, 
with all its boundaries and all its ambiguities. In contrast, the absolute has 
no boundaries and no diff erentiation (the chaotic jumble of our pockets). 
It is not ambiguous; it just is. It has no margins, no distinguishing char-
acteristics. It is not ordered by categories that include A and exclude not-A, 
and that always leave other cases ambiguous. Ambiguity, which is the 
price we pay for our need to make distinctions, is a feature of order, not 
chaos. A true pluralism, we hope to argue, requires categories and bound-
aries, and thus also an ability to accept ambiguity.    

  Ambiguity and Possibility   

 Just as the Tristan chord could resolve into multiple keys, our categories 
of thought and relationship carry ambiguity because they speak to more 
than one possibility of distinction. That is, we recognize ambiguity when, 
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as with sorting pennies from shoelaces on the classroom desk, we realize 
that there are alternative principles of order. This is a potential that exists 
in all human relations. (The penny went with the dollar bill and the 
nickels, but maybe it would have been better with the brown shoelace and 
the crumbs from the brownies.) The ambiguous is ambiguous because 
diff erent possibilities exist. The existence of alternatives poses a constant 
threat to our conceptions of order, but it also begins to let us regulate this 
threat. 

 Recognizing a realm that exists outside our categories thus implies 
understanding the limits of those categories. Boundaries do not just 
limit us but also force us into awareness of the possibilities that lie 
beyond them—a duality if not a multiplicity of existences that cannot 
be absolute. Later we will address attempts to deny this multiplicity, to 
see one possible order as the only Order. Here we want to make the 
point that boundaries are the point of distinction as well as that place 
from which any and every distinction can be questioned. The cate-
gories that they create underlie human cognition, but boundaries also 
give us the vantage point from which to question any set of categories 
and conceptions. They are  dangerous spaces because they defi ne space 
itself. 

 Ambiguity, as the work of anthropologists like Douglas and Turner 
has taught us, threatens the whole conceptual system with collapse. 
Moreover, as we have seen, there are really two kind of ambiguity (for 
which we may need diff erent words). One is the undiff erentiated whole: 
the chaos before the (social) world was formed, which is not so diff erent 
from the imagined nirvana beyond any social world. This is the space 
where anything at all is possible and nothing is possible, the space of 
utopia and disaster, the absolute continuum. The other is the ambiguity 
built into any system of boundaries—hence also a space of potential, of 
creativity and danger. This space coexists with order, and it can be 
 accepted and controlled (unlike the continuum, in which human life is 
impossible). Because humanity requires categories and categories create 
ambiguity, human life requires us to accept an ambiguity that is always 
with us. 

 In the fi eld of human relations it was Freud, rather than the anthropol-
ogists, who gave us the strongest handle on ambiguity’s dangers, with his 
concept of the “narcissism of small diff erence”—the threat posed to us by 
the near (rather than the far) other.   28    Someone who resembles us in so 
many ways and diff ers from us in but one characteristic threatens us 
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much more than the totally other or alien. That distant other’s strangeness 
may pose a physical danger, but no threat to self-conceptions and cognitive 
worlds. The very diff erence of the “near other,” however, poses a continual 
question to our own sense of self in the familiarity and sameness of our 
shared traits. 

 Ambiguity is always present. It does not appear solely in the presence 
of the “near other.” It exists in the endless possibilities that all moments 
present and in the particular choices that we make: it lies at the  interstices 
of these choices, of doing  x  rather than  y  and their endless possible 
 correlates. The infi nite structuring of possibility thus contains an equally 
infi nite quotient of ambiguity. The problem of boundaries and their 
 inherent ambiguity is therefore not restricted to rites of passage or those 
bits of information that do not easily fi t into our conceptual categories 
(sea creatures without fi ns or scales, in the case of Jewish dietary laws). 
Instead, these problems are with us, potentially, at all times, a somber or 
perhaps carnivalesque shadow play going on behind and before every act 
and every thought. 

 It may seem as if ambiguity could be reduced through a more 
 thorough search for knowledge. Sometimes we believe that we can elim-
inate it entirely, but this is false because, as we have noted, in the realm 
of human relations ambiguity is inherent to the process of categoriza-
tion, without which we can neither think nor act. Ambiguity is not a 
function of some lack of information, but—to use a religious term—
of the free will of men and women, whose biological template is open 
in certain very fundamental ways that preclude too great a reliance on 
the “laws” or “regularities” of social life. It is a function of the endless 
horizon of action and, as such, dogs our every step. This ambiguity—
tied to the boundaries that make up our cognitive universe—provides 
the focus of this book. 

 How do human societies reduce ambiguity to a level we can live 
with? How can we manage in a world where the laws of regularity too 
often fail to work, where alternate schemes of categorization confound 
our conventions, and we are left with a totally open fi eld of possibilities 
in our relations to one another? One crucial technique to reduce 
 ambiguity in social life is the simple act of repetition. The structuring 
of infi nite possibilities, which begins in infancy and ties to role 
 expectations, is the primary mode through which we build some sense 
of regularity in our social relations. Toilet training was the classic 
 Freudian example, but it is by no means the only one. Learning to use 
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the toilet entails the social construction of a biological need according 
to set cues (here spatial rather than temporal, though in some cultures, 
temporal as well). The spatially agreed-upon place where one can evac-
uate one’s bowels is a form of regularity. Norbert Elias’s work on the 
development and spread of forms of  civilité  and  politesse  in Western 
European cultures points to similar phenomena.   29    

 Of course, the matter goes far beyond using forks and spoons or 
learning where it is appropriate to urinate. It goes to the basic forms of 
address between humans, to formal and informal modes of speech, to 
learning that you cannot talk to Grand Aunt Sally in the same tone and 
with the same words that you use when playing stickball with Billy in 
the street. What sociologists used to call “role expectations” is the 
gradual accrual of shared expectations between role-set members who 
learn to expect a set of behaviors, who adjust their expectations to what 
have become regularities of intercourse—both of the spoken word and 
the actual act. 

 Regularity is central to our imposition of order and cohesion on a 
world of human interaction that is, in principle, open to infi nite per-
mutations. Those familiar with the debates of recent decades in the 
social sciences will realize that disputes have tended to focus on the 
basis for these regularities.   30    Do we share regularities of space and time 
(repetitions) because of mutual interests given to rational calculation 
(social choice theory), or shared values (Durkheim), or the coercion of 
hegemonic power structures (post-Marxist or Foucauldian), and so on? 
This is not a debate we wish to enter into. At the moment, we empha-
size simply that for the regularities to take eff ect they must contain an 
important element of repetition. Repetition is the key to regularity. It 
ties intimately to the issues of boundary and distinction that we have 
been discussing. If there were no distinction, there could be no repeti-
tion. There could only be one, total, primal (or fi nal, it does not really 
matter) act. Repetition is possible because the existence of something 
beyond order makes it both possible and necessary. 

 Note that repetition does not “solve” the problem of ambiguity. The 
same problems that adhere to the issue of ensuring the larger social or 
cognitive orders also aff ect the small orders of repetition. Repetition al-
lows us to live with ambiguity, not to remove it. This book explores the 
dialectic between ambiguity and order in which repetition plays an 
important role, in the hopes of revealing ways of living together socially, 
even as ambiguous others.    
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  Social and Cognitive Ambiguities   

 These are some of the defi nitions of “ambiguity” in the  Oxford English 
Dictionary : 
   
       1.     Doubtful, questionable, indistinct, obscure, not clearly defi ned;  
      2.     Of words or other signifi cant indications: admitting more than one 

interpretation or explanation, of double meaning or of several possible 
meanings: equivocal;  

      3.     Of doubtful position or classifi cation, as partaking of two characters or 
being on the boundary line between.   31      

   
   Whatever else, then, there would seem to be an indeterminate quality 
about the ambiguous. It continually questions the conceits of our usage 
and of our thought. Though it may be inseparable from categories through 
which we think the world, it also exists as their shadow. Perhaps a bit like 
Peter Pan’s shadow, these shadows at times lead lives of their own, in need 
of a Wendy to reconnect them. 

 As we know from the creation myths of many peoples—from Genesis 
as well as from such sagas as the  Enima Elish —the world originates in 
chaos. The process of diff erentiation (which is the creation of categories) 
is only won with much pain and suff ering and is never fully guaranteed. 
These founding cultural texts typically recognized the continual threat of 
backsliding into a de-diff erentiated existence. Chronos eating his children, 
the biblical stories of the fl ood, the Tower of Babel, or Noah’s naked 
 exposure to Ham—all of these tales register the continual possibility of 
slipping back into a world of chaos, where order and divisions and cate-
gories and hence meanings are uprooted and all is again one. 

 If Sigmund Freud is to be believed, each of us repeats this process on-
togenetically as we painfully learn the restrictions (and hence distinctions) 
of civilization, even as we continually yearn for a more unrestricted world 
of fulfi llment (which paradoxically leads to our own dissolution in the 
“oneness” of all being). The endless and immensely eff ort-consuming 
process of sublimating the drives of sexuality and aggression mark, at the 
end of the day, our acceptance of those primary distinctions through which 
we come to be social (and socialized) beings. 

 To refer back to the language of Victor Turner’s anthropology, the 
liminal is not restricted in space and time. It is instead continually pre-
sent, the shadow of the deed, an option always available. The rituals 
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that Turner analyzed so cogently bound only the social representations 
of these shadows. We should not, however, confuse the representation 
for the thing, which cannot so easily be captured. We may celebrate 
anniversaries only once a year, but that does not keep us from being 
married the other 364 days. And while that social fact may not always 
be at the very forefront of consciousness for all the days of the year, it 
certainly plays an important role at more than the odd moment and 
well beyond the one demarked day. Similarly, while rites of transition 
may represent the liminal ambiguity of reality, the ambiguity is not re-
stricted just to those moments. Its nominal registration (and attempted 
circumscription) in ritual is but acknowledgment of a reality that is 
ever present. 

 Generating categories of what is permitted and prohibited, desirable or 
abhorred, preferable or ignored is perhaps the most important notational 
knowledge that we produce. Knowledge of these categories also entails 
knowledge of their limits, their margins, and the endless ambiguities that 
attend to them. Ultimately it is social convention that defi nes the limits to 
these margins. But recourse to social authority happens only  in extremis . 
In daily life we traverse these limits—or are at least faced with them—
every day. We can hardly enter any interaction without myriad possibilities 
that potentially challenge and perhaps also scuttle our plans, hopes, and 
desires. Social roles and role expectations are not genetically programmed, 
and aunts have been known to become sexual partners at least as often as 
paupers have become princes.    

  Actionable Knowledge and Uncertainty   

 John Dewey, the father of American pragmatism, argues in  The Quest for 
Certainty: A Study of the Relation of Knowledge and Action  for the need to 
come to terms with the ambiguity and uncertainty that characterize all 
practical deeds. He eschews the philosophical tendency to seek any sort of 
pure Being, any “disclosure of the Real in itself, of Being in and of itself.”   32    
“The quest for certainty,” he exhorts, seeks “a peace which is assured, an 
object which is unqualifi ed by risk and the shadow of fear which action 
casts.”   33    Unfortunately, practical activities “take eff ect in an uncertain 
future, and involve peril, the risk of misadventure, frustration and fail-
ure.”   34    Embedded in a world of particularities and change, of probabilities 
and contingencies, the world of real life decisions is inherently uncertain. 
Actionable knowledge, rather than theoretical speculation, requires 
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 recognizing the necessarily ambiguous nature of the world, as well as of 
our very categories for knowing it. 

 With Dewey, we recognize two critical aspects of our social knowledge, 
the knowledge of the world that we share with other human beings. First, 
it is practical knowledge, knowledge that is important to action. And sec-
ond, it is profoundly uncertain. As a social construct, its concepts and 
categories are open to change and transformation. Its boundaries are 
fuzzy and not given to precise delineation (especially over time). The world 
of human action, which those boundaries seek to enclose, remains pro-
tean, in spite of all our attempts. It is thus not surprising that the tools we 
use to grasp that world are likewise malleable. 

 Important research into this malleability, if restricted to the domain of 
literature, appears in William Empson’s  Seven Types of Ambiguity , fi rst 
published in 1930. Empson defi ned ambiguity as “an indecision as to what 
you mean, an intention to mean several things, a probability that one or 
other or both of two things has been meant, and the fact that a statement 
has several meanings.”   35    Not only is ambiguity the heart and soul of po-
etry, but Empson also saw it occurring “when the author is discovering his 
idea in the act of writing, or not holding it all in his mind at once, so that, 
for instance, there is a simile which applies to nothing exactly, but lies 
half-way between two things when the author is moving from one to the 
other.”   36    He argued that ambiguity of word and world is often part and 
parcel of our cognitive capacities (and his examples are from the very 
greatest poets and texts of the English language). 

 A similar intuition ran through Owen Barfi eld’s strictures on language 
and the metaphorical meaning inherent to words themselves—that is, 
from the fundamental unit that creates meaning: 

 It will, I think, appear that th[e] “soul” latent in words, and waiting 
only to be discovered, is for the most part a kind of buried survival 
of the old “given” meaning under later accretions; or, if not of the 
“given” meaning itself, then of an old “created” meaning which has 
been buried in the same way. For created meanings, once pub-
lished, are as much subjected, of course, to the binding, astringent 
action of the rational principle as the original given meanings. Like 
sleeping beauties, they lie there prone and rigid in the walls of 
Castle Logic, waiting only for the kiss of Metaphor to awaken them 
to fresh life. That words lose their freshness through habit is a more 
humdrum way of saying the same thing; and it will do well enough, 
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as long as we remember that “habit” is itself only a familiar name 
of the repetition of the identical.   37    

   Metaphor, he suggested, enacted the ambiguous in language, and is 
the only way (however much mediated) to get to the “real” meaning of 
words beneath the accrual of habitual usage and the loss of the particular 
in the abstract forms that have attached themselves over time to original 
meanings. Repetition of the identical, for Barfi eld, results in the loss of the 
concrete, what the phenomenologist Husserl called “the things them-
selves” as direct objects of intuition and experience. Abstract universality, 
which enters consciousness with symbolization (and hence language 
itself), entails the loss of particular, concrete meanings. That is, the very 
work of categorization and symbolic representation pulls us away from 
the full complexities and uncertainties of particular experiences. Yet this 
work also permits the institutionalization that is the sine qua non of social 
life and language itself—of civilization in Freud’s terms. 

 As we know from Freud, the costs of this are always high, in both re-
pression and the loss of meaning. Only metaphor, according to these 
authors, can bring us back, in however mediated a manner. Metaphor, in 
its very artifi ce, thus becomes a way of traversing the boundary between 
the thing and its meaning, the sign and the signifi ed, between world and 
mankind. Barfi eld noted that a similar process is at work in the develop-
ment of language. As he writes, the “single meanings” of words are: 

 split up into contrasted pairs—the abstract and the concrete, partic-
ular and general, objective and subjective. And the poesy felt by us to 
reside in ancient language consists just of this, that, out of our later, 
analytic, “subjective” consciousness, a consciousness which has 
been brought about along with and partly because of this splitting up 
of meaning, we are led back to experience the original unity.   38    

   Now none of this should be surprising if we take into account the cen-
tral role of metaphor in both cognition and in producing the categories of 
social organization. Lakoff  and Johnson, for example, held that “metaphor 
is pervasive in everyday life, not just in language but in thought and ac-
tion. Our ordinary conceptual system, in terms of which we both think 
and act, is fundamentally metaphorical in nature.”   39    We can think about 
this further through the posthumously published work of the anthropolo-
gist Roy Rappaport.   40       
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  Orders of Meaning   

 Rappaport suggested that three diff erent patterns of order—three ways of 
positing boundaries—characterize all systems of meaning, symbolic as 
well as social, ideal as well as material. The fi rst he called “low-order 
meaning.” This is grounded in distinctions between entities—exactly 
those distinctions around which the division of labor and social order are 
organized. This is also the usual level referred to in the structural analysis 
of language, where meaning lies in contrasting categories. Thus in the 
expression “the cat is on the mat,” meaning lies in the distinction between 
cats and mats. These are also, to a great extent, the ordering of meaning in 
the economic realm, where the value diff erence between entities becomes 
the logic of exchange. 

 Rappaport’s second form of meaning, “middle-order meaning” is char-
acterized by analogies or similarities between the kinds of objects distin-
guished through low-order meaning: “my love is like a red, red rose.” 
Allegory and metaphor are the residents of this level. This is the type of 
meaning that Empson was concerned with and which we, in this book, 
have set ourselves the task of unpacking further. Here, boundaries do not 
just divide, but are crossed and blurred. The boundaries between entities 
and meanings still exist, but are not absolute as in low-level meaning. Nor 
are they totally eradicated as in the third level of meaning. 

 The third or “high-order meaning” brings absolute unity, grounded in 
the oneness, the radical and total identifi cation of self and others. This is 
easily seen in such religious statements as  La ilaha illa Allah  (there is no 
God but God), or  Shema Yisrael adoshem eloheinu, adoshem echad  (Hear O 
Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is One). This level erases all boundaries, 
as noted by Cassirer in his remarks on “the One Being [which] eludes 
cognition. The more its metaphysical unity as a ‘thing in itself’ is asserted 
the more it evades all possibility of knowledge until at last it is relegated 
entirely to the sphere of the unknowable and becomes merely an X.”   41    

 Importantly, these three sets of meanings characterize not only signs 
and symbols—as pointed out a hundred years ago by the American philos-
opher Peirce—but also social order. Rappaport’s point was that social 
order consists of distinction and reaggregation, diff erentiation and reinte-
gration. Many aspects of social interaction, especially those not defi ned 
solely by economic exchange or the division of labor, can best be under-
stood at the level of middle-order meaning. Social empathy and trust work 
by crossing boundaries, much like metaphors. Just as we can draw verbal 
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analogies (“my love is like a red, red rose”), so we cross the boundaries of 
aff ect—his pain may be like my pain. For Aristotle this is the role of 
tragedy; it generates empathy and expands the boundaries of the self. 

 Beyond this lies the ultimate level of unity, which is sought in some 
religious rituals or gatherings in houses of worship across the world. 
Social life continually vacillates between orders of diff erentiation and 
orders of reaggregation or reintegration and unity. When Claude 
 Lévi-Strauss discussed the “conjoining” eff ects of ritual, he explicitly 
referred to this phenomenon of reintegration. Once again, we see the 
metaphysical unity, the “thing in itself” that Cassirer identifi ed as lying 
beyond distinctions. 

 In the main, however, the social world—the world of quotidian aff airs, 
of families and friends, of citizenship and community, of petty rivalries 
and dramatic jealousies, of gossip by the water cooler and baseball with 
friends, of Christmas dinners and college jaunts—belongs in no small 
measure to the world of empathy as it is realized, extended, and circum-
scribed in specifi c contexts. The world where we meet and share our 
everyday triumphs and failures, hopes and disappointments belongs to 
that second, middle level of meaning. This is the level of metaphor, of my 
ability to reach across the boundary between self and other, to apprehend 
your feelings, at least in part, through the imaginative leap from my own. 
Empathy rests on some elision of self. It requires some renunciation of 
ego’s central place in its own symbolic universe (however momentarily). It 
rests on some blurring of boundaries and our capacity for metaphor. 
Recall, moreover, that what we are calling “renunciation of self” has a dual 
character. First, it renounces the self’s limiting and defi ning conditions by 
requiring a willingness to play with the boundaries of the self. Second, it 
renounces immediate gratifi cation by accepting social rules of order, 
which also transcend the self even as they constitute it.   42    This is what 
Freud and some his followers, such as Heinz Hartmann, understood as 
the acceptance of reality or the reality principle: a willingness to defer im-
mediate gratifi cation.   43    This means, in essence, to accept the ambiguous 
nature of reality by both recognizing and deferring the satisfaction of 
desire. 

 Empathy and proper ego-functioning—that is, recognition of the world 
as it stands outside the self—seem to go hand in hand. Both involve rec-
ognizing limits, but also the capacity to transcend them (if sometimes 
only in the imagination). They both fuse the edges but do not confuse the 
boundaries of objective and subjective realities. They defi ne our abilities 
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to empathize with others but also to recognize objective reality outside 
ourselves. Order’s constraints and boundaries, its rules and regulations, 
bind the ego and circumscribe its action; this can induce pain and modify 
pleasure, and must be born with Freudian stoicism. Yet, however paradox-
ically, these constraints are necessary if either social order or empathy is to 
exist. The contemporary post-modern embrace of ambiguity often loses 
sight of this dynamic, of the need for the conventional rules and regula-
tions that constitute the boundaries that separate but also connect our 
shared world. Boundaries may always be blurred or ambiguous, but soci-
eties can neither renounce nor absolutize them. Empathy and metaphor 
rest on the ability to play the edges, retaining some sense of separation 
and distinction between entities or selves, and yet not creating rigid 
boundaries that forever keep subject and object, world and feeling (and 
fantasy) apart and inviolate. 

 When Marion Milner discussed the ability of ego to perceive the other 
as external object, she came back again and again to the fusion of ego and 
object. She saw the loss of boundaries between ego and object as one 
necessary stage in the development of such apperception. The “confound-
ing of one thing with another, this not discriminating, is also the basis of 
generalization” she says. Quoting Wordsworth, she sees it as the key to the 
poet’s ability to fi nd “the familiar in the unfamiliar.”   44    Symbols are critical 
to this process, acting as mediums, intervening substances, transitional 
objects (that is, poorly defi ned and with no clear provenance). In blurring 
boundaries between ego and object, such symbols enable the eventual 
possibility to perceive objects outside the ego. Symbols, as transitional 
objects, are the critical link that allows us to perceive the other through a 
process of not quite incorporating the other within our internal space. 

 Symbols for Milner allow both the blurring of boundaries and their 
reconstitution—analogous to the workings of ritual, and not all that dis-
tant from what Winnicott claimed for transitional objects and for all acts 
of creative play. Generalization—a necessary component of empathy—
rests on a prior failure to discriminate, a prior tendency to note identity in 
diff erences, as Ernst Jones pointed out.   45    Here, too, we see boundaries 
blurred and ambiguated, and then reconstituted in an ever shifting per-
ception of reality. Moreover, as Milner wrote, the ability “to fi nd the famil-
iar in the unfamiliar, require[s] an ability to tolerate a temporary loss of 
sense of self, a temporary giving up of the discriminating ego which 
stands apart and tries to see things objectively and rationally.”   46    Again, we 
fi nd ambiguity as something central to the core human propensity to 
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connect and establish empathy with an other. Ambiguity thus plays an 
important role in our education toward empathy, resting as it does on a 
decentered self, and on an ability to generalize beyond one’s own experi-
ences. For this to take place, boundaries must in some sense be fuzzy and 
less than strict and fully discriminating. 

 If the preceding argument is correct, empathy must rest on the dia-
lectic between boundaries and their dissolution that we are identifying 
with the sense of the ambiguous. Empathy lies in achieving this bal-
ance, rather than in the denial of boundaries and a concomitant ideal 
free of limits and constraints, a totalizing vision of self, other and so-
ciety. But neither does the balance come by absolutizing boundaries, by 
denying the creative need to reframe. It needs the creation and recrea-
tion of boundaries, but not their abrogation. Chaos is overcome, but 
never univocally.    

  Conclusion   

 Most academic work on ambiguity tends to be carried out by philosophers 
and logicians, semioticians and literary critics, linguists and psycholin-
guists. In fact, under the rubric of the  sorites  paradox, the problem of am-
biguity was addressed in ancient Athens by the Stoics and other 
philosophers. The  sorites  paradox (from the Greek word  soros , meaning 
“heap”) was the problem of determining how many grains of sand could 
be removed from a heap of sand before it ceased being a “heap”: one, two, 
three, 30,000, 300,000, and so on. The problem hinged on the bound-
aries of our defi nitions and hence of our categories. 

 While the problem is cognitive, the nature of language lies at its core, 
as it does in so many inquiries into ambiguity. Scholars such as Roman 
Jakobson (who dissected polysemy) and Roland Barthes (whose book  S/Z  
analyzed diff erent meanings of a single text) come to mind as exemplars 
of this type of scholarly engagement.   47    Generations of linguistic analysis 
and distinction have explored the inherent ambiguity in statements like 
“the fat major’s wife was fond of macaroni” or “the bill is large.” The fi rst 
exemplar can be parsed in a way that removes its ambiguity, while the 
second shows a deeper structural ambiguity that can never be clarifi ed 
without an extra-grammatical context to clarify its sense.   48    

 While ambiguity is rooted in the nature of language itself, we have also 
been arguing that it is just as much an inherent part of interpersonal rela-
tions, from the most micro level of individual behavior to the legal codes 
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and injunctions that are the most abstract and formalized modes of regu-
lating such behavior. Ambiguity characterizes intra-psychic as well as 
inter-psychic activities, defi ning social roles in societies at all levels of 
 diff erentiation.   49    Further, as the writings of John Dewey explicate, ambi-
guity is at the core of our relation to the physical world around us. “The 
distinctive characteristic of practical activity, one which is so inherent that 
it cannot be eliminated, is the uncertainty that attends it.”   50    Dewey 
reminds us that “all activity involves change” and hence “judgment and 
belief  regarding actions performed can never attain more than a precar-
ious probability.”   51    Note the past tense of “actions performed.” He is ar-
guing that we can never have complete, unambiguous knowledge, even of 
what we have done. Ambiguity is an aspect of our relation to all of our 
surrounding worlds, both the sentient and non-sentient. 

 Much of our focus will be on ambiguity as a necessary and irreducible 
context for all of our framing and meaning-giving endeavors. By attending 
so single-mindedly to shared meanings and causal links, the intricacies of 
organizational grids and institutional functions, or the rules of reciprocity 
and exchange, our fi elds have sometimes lost sight of the reality that 
makes all of this necessary. It is as if we shy away from the ground (or 
perhaps morass) that inevitably accompanies the human construction of 
social categories, legal rules, role expectations, kinship taboos, and terms 
of commensality. Like Lot, we dare not look back, afraid (quite rightly, 
perhaps) of being turned into a pillar of salt. The consequence of this, 
however, is that we tend to be blind to the eff ect of all the codes, rules, and 
expectations on the manner in which we approach those free-fl owing, un-
documented, uncategorized bits of reality that always exist at the margins 
and in the interstices of our meaning-giving grids. 

 Most social scientists take this undiff erentiated and uncategorized 
 reality for granted and leave its articulation and expression to the arts. 
Others, like Victor Turner, have attempted to frame it through a new type 
of category, what he termed the “liminal.” We have tried to argue,  however, 
that in some sense this defeats the purpose of approaching the ambiguous 
on its own terms. Only a few have concerned themselves with the ambig-
uous in its own right, or with the boundary between the analytically clear 
and the hopelessly ambiguous. Even fewer try to apprehend the eff ect of 
our systems of analysis and notation (hence of classifi cation and categori-
zation) on what cannot be classifi ed and categorized. 

 One of the important exceptions, of course, is Gregory Bateson (who, 
we are pleased to say, seems to be discovered anew by each generation of 
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social scientists). Bateson’s groundbreaking work on frames and meta-
communication clarifi ed how every communication carries with it not 
only a message, but a message about the message, a nod at the frame 
within which the message makes sense. Some of his best work showed 
the hopeless muddles we all get into when we are unclear about the rele-
vant frames of communication, about what refers to the message itself 
and what to the frame. His use of Russell’s theory of logical types and 
Korzybski’s insights in semantics has become famous through his ques-
tion: “When is a bite not a bite?” What allows a dog to interpret another 
dog’s bite as an act of play rather than one of violence and aggression? The 
answer, of course, is when its tail is wagging—an act of metacommunica-
tive framing. 

 Both of us, however, have had dogs that never quite fi gured this out. 
Most of us know unfortunate people with similar framing problems, and 
all of us can remember such situations in our own lives as well. It is all too 
easy to confound frame with content or one frame with another. Regard-
less of the degree of abstract notation, communication is prone to misun-
derstanding and ambiguous renderings because one can never be 
absolutely certain at what level the communication is pitched. The psychi-
atrist Edgar Levenson warned that “the illusion of clarity increases with 
the level of abstraction.”   52    The more intricate the symbol system, the more 
abstract the process of categorization, the more developed, universal, and 
generalized the system of notation—the more we fool ourselves into be-
lieving that we have attained clarity. Alfred Korzybski and John Dewey, in 
their very diff erent ways, also warned us against such thinking. Mindful of 
these warnings, we explore three diff erent ways of parsing ambiguity and 
their implications for social ordering and interpersonal behavior, starting 
in the next chapter with the problem of notation. 

 Before engaging in this analysis, however, we off er as our fi rst inter-
lude an excursus on two texts—Euripides’ play  The Bacchae  and the book 
of Job in the Bible. Both address the problem of ambiguity and the cate-
gories of knowledge head on. Both approach the problem of meaning and 
the consequences of an insuffi  cient awareness of the limits to our under-
standing. Both Pentheus in  The Bacchae  and Job in the Bible presume to 
knowledge of what is clearly beyond human apprehension. The one 
demands order (Pentheus) and the other, justice (Job). Both are met by 
very diff erent types of furies, the madness of the Agaves in the Bacchae 
and of God, emerging out of the whirlwind, in Job. Both end with very 
diff erent forms of resolution. 
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 Our purpose in bringing them here, however, is to show just how seri-
ously some ancient civilizations took the limits of knowledge and the 
problem of its boundaries. Indeed, the issue of boundaries emerges again 
and again in both texts. Both recognize the necessity of boundaries, but 
they insist that tragedy awaits any human actor incapable of bridging 
them and playing their edges. Much more than in our own highly notated 
world, these texts remind us that ambiguity lies at the heart of all order, 
and of the disaster that awaits if we ignore it.   



         Interlude:  Ambiguity, Order, 
and Deity     

 PAST TIMES AND traditions clearly recognized the pervasiveness of ambi-
guity. The modern conceit, however, seems to be that we can excise the 
ambiguities from the ethical, political, and legal spheres and replace 
them with a morally precise and unitary vision. Less modernist readings 
of society, whether in China, among the Dinka, in ancient Israel, or in 
Periclean Athens, recognized the inherent ambiguity of the world and 
its created orders. The Greek concern with excess, with  hubris , is a study 
in the interconnectedness of entities and the lack of sharp boundaries 
distinguishing “daring and passion from excess and transgression.”   1    The 
Greeks understood power, for example, as necessary for the workings of 
an ordered city, but also as transgressive and dangerous when it breached 
its limits. The close connection of the sacred with the profane, purity 
with pollution, healing medicine with deadly poison (both meanings of 
the Greek word  pharmakon ) all point to a deep recognition of an inescap-
able ambiguity. In the words of Oudemans and Lardinois, this is the 
uniquely tragic and cosmic ambiguity that inhered to Greek culture. Both 
the  Orestia  and  Antigone  have become icons of this understanding for us. 

 Many cultures recognize that ambiguity inheres in all things—in their 
constitutive nature, their boundaries, limits, and defi ning characteristics. 
In this interlude, we will examine this ambiguity through ancient Greek 
and Hebrew notions of ritual purity and pollution. Certainly among both 
groups, the rituals of purity tied intimately to infi nite attempts at reconsti-
tuting boundaries that had been abrogated and hence polluted. We need to 
recognize that this polluting infringement of boundaries was an almost 
quotidian aff air, even if one did not sleep with one’s mother or murder 
one’s father on a daily basis. Daily life meant being in touch with the pow-
erful generative but also destructive force of nature—something to be dealt 
with rather than denied. The fi nal Mishnaic tractate  Tohoroth  (Purities) 
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minutely parses all possible conditions and modes of impurity that make 
up daily life: coming in contact with the dead, or with creepy crawly things 
or scale disease; even earthenware pots in an oven could transmit pollu-
tion. The Hebrews and Greeks, like many other peoples, saw pollution as 
an everyday aff air to be dealt with accordingly. Each day brought breaches 
of boundaries through the simple experiences of living a human life. Per-
haps it was most felt when coming in contact with the dead—where, as we 
shall see, the very ambiguity of purity and pollution constituted the rites of 
purifi cation themselves. 

 Death is always with us, along with its pollutions. We experience power, 
too, on a daily basis—the power of order, but also the power and threat of 
order’s dissolution, which is always but a step away. As Oudemans and 
Lardinois write about the Greeks: 

 Power confronts us with a blend of paradox and ambiguity.  Stressing 
the aspects of paradox means emphasis on the ineluctable fi ssions 
which run through human life and the cosmos, the broken links 
between opposing categories. Stressing the aspect of ambiguity 
means emphasis on the fusion of opposites which is the counter-
part of paradox: the “impossible” blending of  categories. Power is 
responsible for both fusion and fi ssion, for both generation and 
destruction.   2    

   We ourselves daily encounter comparable ambiguities in law, even 
though we may not recognize them as such. They show in our debates 
over legal pluralism, sexuality and gender, justice and mercy, or truth and 
trust. In the following we take up some ancient texts to help us appreciate 
just how much certain other civilizations understood and accepted ambi-
guity, and to study the lessons of such recognition.    

  Order and the Ambiguous   

 Jon Levinson deftly addressed the ambiguity of the biblical narrative of 
creation in his important book,  Creation and the Persistence of Evil . There, 
Levinson shows just how pervasive the fear of a slip into chaos is. How 
fragile is the triumph of creation and the order upon which it rests and 
how undaunted are the forces of chaos, most often represented as their 
aquatic monster—the Leviathan. As Levinson argues: “the Flood is not the 
great deluge of Noah’s time, but rather the assault of chaos upon order in 



Interlude: Ambiguity, Order, and Deity   39 

the form of the sea monster’s bellicose challenge to the pantheon.”   3    This 
challenge is never fully put to rest. In periods of national crises its threat 
was to be met in specifi c ritual and liturgical practices, reenacting the 
story of creation. He continues: 

 Both the fl ood and passages such as Psalm 74:12–17 (and perhaps 
Isaiah 51:9–11) attest to a view of creation in which God’s ordering of 
reality is irresistible, but not constant or inevitable. The conclusion 
of the Flood story includes a divine pledge to maintain creation, but 
the story itself manifests a profound anxiety about the given-ness of 
creation, a keen sense of its precariousness and how bound up it is 
with its own dissolution. On the one hand, God vows to maintain 
the created order. On the other hand, he does so only after having 
ended a state of chaos that began with his announcing that he 
 regretted having ever authored Creation in the fi rst place.   4    

   This awareness of chaos as a part of creation is common to many civili-
zations. The  Enima Elish  story points to such ever present dangers, as does 
Hesiod in the  Theogony , where order and the boundaries of order are only 
the fi nal, hard-won, and precarious result of bloody and violent confl ict.   5    

 Here we will explore the biblical book of Job and Euripides’ play  The 
Bacchae , both of which show the ambiguities that adhere to the generative 
force of order.   6    Both stories were composed (or redacted) in about the 
same period (5th to 4th century  b.c.e. ).   7    Both distill earlier stories and 
myths.   8    Job has its counterpart in many stories of the Near Eastern 
Wisdom literature, like the Egyptian  Complaint of the Peasant  and the sim-
ilar  Dialogue about Human Misery  (also known as  Complaint of a Sage over 
the Injustice of the World ), or the Babylonian  Pessimistic Dialogue of a Master 
and a Slave .   9    Both Job and  The Bacchae  have been written about exten-
sively; however, as far as we know, they have never been compared or 
explored from this perspective.   10    Both go beyond refl ection to critique and 
both were incorporated into the major traditions of Western civilizational 
thought and meaning. 

 The story of Job is much the better known of the two. It tells how Satan 
dares God to test Job’s faithfulness and how God sends down affl  ictions 
upon Job: the loss of his crops and his wealth, the death of his children, 
and fi nally a plague. Through it all, Job does not lose his faith in God, 
though he does demand that God account for unjust suff erings. Job’s 
three friends appear and argue with him. If he is suff ering so, they reason, 
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God is punishing him for off ences that he committed, whether he admits 
them or not. God eventually appears “out of the whirlwind” and justifi es 
His actions by pointing out how Job has no understanding of the cosmic 
order or the orders of creation and world-maintenance and so cannot pre-
sume to judge the Supreme Judge. Job is, fi nally, reconciled with God and 
His ways. Job’s fortunes are restored, new children are born, and his 
friends must make amends to God and to Job for their false words. This, 
in brief, is the well-known story, as recounted in the Bible. 

  The Bacchae  was Euripides’ last play, and it was performed only after 
his death. Its themes are madness, illusion, and the failure of recognition. 
Pentheus, the young King of Thebes, refuses to recognize Dionysus (his 
cousin) but is fascinated by the activities of the Maenads (the female fol-
lowers of Dionysus) outside the city walls. He ends up spying on them—
dressed as a woman by Dionysus. The wild Maenads, led by Pentheus’s 
mother, Agave, apprehend him, however, and tear him limb from limb. 
Dionysus, the son of Zeus and Agave’s sister, Semele, brings confusion to 
Thebes by replacing existing traditions with the mad frenzy of his fol-
lowers. In their actions and cultic rites, they represent the blurring of all 
categories, the confusion of all norms, the confl ation of all boundaries and 
their replacement by an order where, in essence, all is one. The rather 
straight-laced Pentheus refuses to countenance this, leading directly to his 
tragedy and the ultimate fall of the house of Cadmus. 

 Both texts go beyond merely telling a story, because they relate to some 
form of practice, that is, to ritual action.  The Bacchae  concerns the cult of 
Dionysus, which arrived from Thrace and Asia at an unknown time in 
Greek history.   11    It is unclear if the play is to be taken as a condemnation or 
acceptance of order’s dissolution and ecstatic religion, or perhaps both. 
The confl icting forces in  The Bacchae  have, as Charles Segal claimed, “no 
resolution.” He goes on to note that the play’s “concern with the dissolu-
tion of order and boundaries—the boundaries between divinity and besti-
ality in man, reality and imagination, reason and madness, self and other, 
art and life—makes it unusually accessible and particularly important.”   12    
It is especially important, we would add, as an example of the ambiguity 
that inheres to those boundaries themselves. 

 Segal makes a critical connection between the  sparagmos  (the dismem-
berment of Pentheus) and the  omophagia  (the eating of his raw fl esh) 
 undertaken by the ecstatic Bacchae Maenads in the play. These moments 
draw attention to the continual re-creation out of destruction within 
 Dionysian ritual. “Within the Dionysian cult and its Orphic adaptation the 
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sparagmos of the victim leads ultimately to a symbolic rebirth of the god. 
Torn apart in the form of a beast and eaten by his worshippers in a sym-
bolical reenactment of his sparagmos by the Titans, the Orphic Dionysus 
is renewed from the portions which remain uneaten and the ashes.”   13    

 The mysteries of the cult, according to Walter Burkett, continued to be 
performed into the fourth century  c.e.    14    In fact, they continued via repre-
sentations “to adorn various kinds of funeral monuments, aediculae, ste-
lae and altars down to its last fl owering in the art of sarcophagi.” They 
presented a “response to the blatant senselessness of death,” as Burkett 
says.   15    Of course, and in contrast to the Orphic rite, which ends in a puri-
fi ed state, the play results in a terrible state of impurity—in what Segal 
calls “sterility.”   16    The play ends, we recall, with Pentheus’s dismember-
ment, and with Cadmus and Agave going off  into harsh exile in the face of 
the total and utter destruction of life and any regenerative possibilities (the 
end of the house of Cadmus as prophesied by Zeus). This contrasts inter-
estingly with the ending of the book of Job, which reasserts regeneration 
and the continuity of the kinship line. 

 As with the story of Dionysus, the problem of Job has been analyzed 
and commented on over the course of the past two millennia within Jew-
ish, Christian, and Islamic societies. Retold in the Qur’an and addressed 
by major thinkers in all three religious traditions, it provided a focus for 
Islamic  tafsir  literature (exegesis on the Qur’an) and has been explored by 
such Islamic thinkers as Al-Zamakhsari, al-Tabari, Ibn Kathir, Jalal al Din 
Mahalli, Jalal al Din al Suyuti, Ibn Asakir, al-Kisa’i, and al-Maqdisi.   17    Major 
Jewish philosophers who grappled with the text include Maimonides 
(who devotes two chapters to it in the  Guide to the Perplexed ), Saadiah 
Gaon (who devoted a whole book of commentary to Job), and Gersonides.   18    
Maimonides, in fact, notes the Islamic traditions of the Mutzaila and 
Ash’ariyya in his study of Job.   19    Christian thinkers include John Chrystos-
tom, Jerome, Gregory the Great, Theodore Beza, Luther, Calvin, William 
Blake, Herder, Kierkegaard, John Henry Newman, and Thomas Carlyle, 
as well as Reinhardt Neibur and the contemporary founder of Liberation 
Theology, Gustavo Gutierrez.   20    

 Interestingly, Job is the only book of the Hebrew Bible that a mourner 
may read during the seven days of mourning. Jewish traditional practice 
thus relates the problems of theodicy and divine justice in the text to the 
problem of meaning that death poses for us. The connection, we suggest, 
is that both death and the problem of theodicy make us face the deeply 
ambiguous nature of meaning, which puts it beyond our understanding. 
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Both threaten to betray creation through the threat of cosmic dissolution. 
This is made clear, for example, when Maimonides explicitly and approv-
ingly quotes the Babylonian Talmud (Baba Batra 16a): “Rabbi Simon ben 
Laqish said: Satan [who, recall, put God up to Job’s affl  ictions], the evil in-
clination, and the angel of death are one and the same.”   21    

 The medieval Jewish commentators Rashi, Ibn Ezra, R. Joseph Karo, 
and R. Nissim Gaon all identifi ed the day of Satan’s accusation of Job with 
the Jewish New Year day (Rosh Hashanah), that is, the day on which the 
world and all its inhabitants are judged. Their positioning of the Job story 
within this context questions the working of divine justice and points to its 
continuing ambiguities. Just as Satan’s dare moved God to affl  ict Job, it 
may be that even on the Day of Judgment the terms of His decrees are no 
less arbitrary. 

 Job and  The Bacchae  both delineate the complex relation between 
order and chaos, creation and death, generation and dissolution. That is 
to say, both recognize that chaos is very much part of order, not some-
thing that exists beyond it. The complex intertwining of order and its 
opposite, however, diff ers greatly in the Hebrew and the Greek texts. In 
Job, it is God who is beyond order. The “beyond” is the realm of the tran-
scendent. This transcendence posits order as theodicy, which means as 
well that the failures of order, its lacunae, are either sin or injustice. The 
discussions between Job and his friends turn on this. The friends argue 
for the transparent justice of the theodic order, which must mean that 
somehow Job has sinned, or else he would not be suff ering so. This is the-
odicy as taught in Sunday schools. Job insists on his rectitude and so that 
God’s world must not be just—that, given his suff erings, there must be no 
(moral) order. God’s famous response is that there is a (moral) order on 
the cosmic scale, but Job and mankind are incapable of accessing it. God is 
maintaining that, given the limited nature of human understanding, the 
order can only appear to humans as ambiguity, even disorder. Had mankind 
the acuity to understand the cosmic scale of distributive justice, then they 
would affi  rm the greatness of God and so the existence of a transcendent 
order. What appears as the lack of a moral order (the existence of evil and 
injustice) is simply the result of our own limited vision and understanding. 

  The Bacchae , on the other hand, does not posit order in terms of tran-
scendent justice or morality. Proper order instead entails recognition of 
the world as it is, the world  für sich . Yet this recognition also entails accept-
ing the essentially unordered, uncontrolled, and uncontrollable elements 
in the world, together with its more ordered capacities. This comes up 
early in the play, in the actions of the Bacchants as reported to Pentheus:  



Interlude: Ambiguity, Order, and Deity   43 

 Some of the women held in their arms a roe 
 or wild wolf cubs, and gave them white milk— 
 those who had newly given birth, whose breasts were still swollen, 
 and who had left behind their babies. On their heads they put garlands 
 of ivy and oak and fl owering bryony. 
 Someone grasped a thyrsus and struck it into a rock 
 from which a dewy stream of water leapt out; 
 another struck her rod on the ground 
 and for her the god sent up a spring of wine; 
 and those who had a desire for the white drink 
 scraped the ground with their fi nger tips 
 and had jets of milk and from out of the ivied 
 thyrsi, sweet streams of honey dripped.   22    
 So we took to our heels and escaped 
 being torn to pieces by the baccants; but they attacked the grazing 
 heifers, with hand that bore no steel. 
 And one you could have seen holding asunder in her hands 
 a tight-uddered, young, bellowing heifer; 
 while others were tearing full-grown cows to pieces. 
 You could have seen ribs, or a cloven hoof, 
 being hurled to and fro; and these hung 
 dripping under the fi r trees, all mixed with blood. 
 Bulls that were arrogant before, with rage 
 in their horns, stumbled to the ground, 
 borne down by the countless hands of girls. 
 The garments of fl esh were drawn apart more quickly 
 than you could close the lids over your royal eyes  . . .  
 They snatched children from their homes; 
 and whatever they set on their shoulders stuck there 
 without being tied  . . .  
 They carried fi re and it did not burn them. The villagers, in a rage 
 at being plundered by the bacchants, rushed to arms. 
 The sight that followed was strange to see, lord; 
 for the men’s pointed spears drew no blood, 
 but the women, discharging thyrsi from their hands, 
 wounded the men and made them turn their back in fl ight: 
 women did this to men—some god must have helped them!   23      

  Here, Euripides pairs an image of natural bounty with one of mothers 
abandoning their children, of women suckling wild animals and of women 
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defeating men in battle. The murderous acts of Agave, the  sparagmos  of 
Pentheus (as well as his own transformation into a woman under the god’s 
direction) mark boundaries transgressed and hence the disruption of 
order. They appear, nevertheless, together with the spontaneous formation 
of chorus and dance by the worshippers (an image of order, par excellence). 
Thus, with the dissolution of all boundaries of diff erentiation between 
man and animal, animate and inanimate, all become one in a new, undif-
ferentiated order (and hence one not accessible to our understanding). 

 Dionysus and his followers represent just this inherently ambiguous 
understanding of entwined order/disorder. Indeed, there is the strong im-
pression that if only Pentheus could step outside his propriety and rather 
straight-laced sense of order, if only he could recognize the existence of 
chaos (or madness) as itself part of order, then the order of the City could 
have been maintained. He cannot, and the result is tragedy for the City 
and his household. As in Job, the human propensity to impose clear-cut 
categories and our failure to appreciate the essential ambiguity of the 
world propel the drama. 

 Both texts recognize the coexistence of order and its negation—in other 
words, the deep ambiguity at the heart of life—though, of course, the ten-
sion diff ers in each. Job posits this ambiguity in the moral terms of tran-
scendent justice, while  The Bacchae  does it by recognizing the balance of 
order and its dissolution that is human existence. Both texts recognize that 
the negation of order—whether in sin and injustice or in madness and a 
world turned upside down—is part and parcel of order. Both address the 
deeply discordant needs and circumstances that tear at human life and 
existence. Both attempt to address the dilemmas that result. The introduc-
tion of Satan at the beginning of Job already hints at the problems of iden-
tifying all order with God, including the discordant side of order. In 
Euripides, the god is identifi ed with the negation of human order, with the 
dissolution of its boundaries and with madness. An important conse-
quence of this diff erent rendering of the problem is that in the Hebrew 
text, the protagonist Job fi nally arrives at an understanding of his situation, 
indeed an understanding of what he previously had not understood: the 
partial nature of his own vision and understanding. This never happens in 
 The Bacchae . Neither Pentheus nor Cadmus nor even Agave ever under-
stands or reconciles with the problematic nature of order, which combines 
both ordered codes and their negation. They are simply punished. 

 Justice, which is about right measure, is also about boundaries. 
 Boundaries delineate an entity, defi ning it, giving it a place from which we 
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can assess its relation to other entities. We cannot measure or balance 
anything, let alone justice, without boundaries. Thus it is no surprise that 
in the Greek play, Pentheus represents boundaries while the god is the 
one who abrogates boundaries, transgresses their limits and blurs all 
 categories. Again, this nods to that ambiguity which is beyond human 
comprehension—or at least that of Pentheus. Pentheus is destroyed by his 
inability to accept these blurred boundaries, and by the extreme hubris 
with which he defends the boundaries of his conception of order. We infer 
from the play that human order must recognize also what appears to it as 
chaos, because both the order and the chaos are divine. The failure of this 
recognition leads to horrifi c consequences. 

 The book of Job parses the problem somewhat diff erently. The deity 
remains the source of order, of justice, and of boundaries (though to be 
sure, he appears “out of the whirlwind”). The apparent abrogation of 
boundaries—those of justice, right measure, reward and punishment—
was only appearance. God explained to Job how the eternal, constitutive 
boundaries of the world and its rules of distributive justice and resource 
distribution do exist, even if they are not comprehensible to mankind. 
Job falsely understood the problem of the world’s boundaries—of order 
and its abrogation—as one of morality and not of epistemology. The 
voice of God from the whirlwind, which reasserted the existence of 
boundaries and order, also reaffi  rmed the problem as epistemological. 
Job’s problem was his ontological incapacity to understand creation. As 
God explains to him:  

 Where were you when I laid the foundations of the earth? 
 Tell Me, if you have any understanding. 
 Who marked out its measure, if you know it. 
 Who stretched the plumb line upon it? 
 Upon what were the earth’s pillars sunk; 
 Who laid down its cornerstone, 
 When the morning stars sang together 
 And all the sons of God shouted for joy? 
 Who shut in the Sea with doors 
 When it broke forth from its womb whence it came, 
 And I made the clouds its garment, 
 And dark clouds its swaddling clothes, 
 Prescribing my limit for the Sea, 
 And setting for it bolts and doors, 
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 Saying, Thus far shall you come, and no farther, 
 And here shall your proud waves be stayed?   24      

  As any reader of the book knows, God goes on and on, questioning Job 
as one would a school boy to show, in a manner that can brook no ques-
tions, just how circumscribed are the limits of human knowledge:  

 Have you ever commanded the morning, 
 Or assigned its place to the dawn  . . .  
 What is the way to the home of light; 
 And darkness, where is its dwelling place  . . .  
 Have you ever entered the storehouses of snow, 
 Have you seen the storehouses of hail,  . . .  
 Do you know the laws of the heavens; 
 Can you establish order on the earth?   25      

  According to Maimonides, had Job been wise, he would not have had 
to be subjected to this lesson in human humility. In it, as we see especially 
in the fi nal quoted question, chaos (as injustice) is but an appearance, an 
illusion, brought on by human ignorance. Entities are not fungible, God is 
not arbitrary, and justice is not lacking, even if we cannot comprehend its 
terms. What appears to us as chaos and the lack of a moral order actually 
refl ects the deep ambiguity of the created world.    

  Primal Bonds and Particular Entities   

 While their resolutions are markedly diff erent, both Job and  The Bacchae  
question any neat and binary conception of order, justice, and meaning. 
They question as well the social mechanism through which primal human 
bonds are generalized. This is most clear in the relation of Job to his 
friends, who, as representatives of society, fail him and do not keep faith 
with him.  The Bacchae  questions the very constitutive position of the city 
and its order. The city shakes, Dionysus escapes the prison, and the order 
of civic life is rent asunder again and again throughout the play. 

 Given the ambiguity of the generative principle itself, this should not 
surprise us. Indeed, this questioning appears in the elemental, almost bi-
ological microsociology of the mother-child bond. This is most clear in 
 The Bacchae  and in Agave’s murder of her son Pentheus, but the book of 
Job equally questions this bond in the metaphor of the ostrich:  
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 The wing of the ostrich beats joyously 
 But is her pinion like that of the stork or vulture? 
 For she leaves her eggs on the earth 
 And lets them be armed on the ground, 
 Forgetting that a foot may crush them 
 Or a wild beast trample them. 
 Her young ones grow tough without her; 
 That her labor may be in vain gives her no concern, 
 Because God forgot her when He allocated wisdom, 
 And He gave her no share in understanding. 
 Now she soars aloft 
 And laughs at the horse and his rider.   26      

  Everything appears to be fungible, open to change, redirection, redefi -
nition and the loss of meaning and commitment. This is the chasm that 
opens at one’s feet in both texts. They undo our preconceived ideas of 
order at the most elemental, constitutive, and primal level. What is more 
unthinkable than the disruption of this bond between mother and child? 
What is more threatening to any fundamental sense of well-being and of 
life in the world? Yet, as we know, at least since Sigmund Freud, these 
primal bonds are ambiguous at the core, stubbornly resisting all univocal 
readings. 

 We may do well to remember that while  The Bacchae  engages with the 
power and importance of women (and the failed attempt to control them 
and keep them in what Pentheus believes is their place), Job has no real 
engagement with the feminine. Indeed, Job declares:  

 It was You who poured me out like milk, 
 And like cheese You curdled me. 
 You clothed me in skin and fl esh 
 And knitted me together with bones and sinews.   27      

  Here God replaces the mother’s very womb as the origin of life and so as 
refuge from its chaos. 

 Both texts question human ties through the bonds of the collective, as 
well as that most primordial bond between mother and child (which is to 
be sure more the case in  The Bacchae  than in Job). In Job, it is most evident 
in his friends—his community and by extension society in general—who 
represent and indeed present the law and the common, taken-for-granted 
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understanding of theodicy (that if Job is suff ering, he must be at fault). 
The story juxtaposes the friends, as society, against the individual, who 
has been subjected to God’s arbitrariness. The community cannot accom-
modate such a reading of God’s actions and so must interpret them 
through traditional theodic understandings. The friends represent the 
workings of culture, law, or  nomos . They are the generalization of the pri-
mal bond, which is as frayed here as it is in  The Bacchae . 

 The rabbinic midrashic commentary notes that Job was the most pious 
of all the Gentiles.   28    His provenance, however, is unknown.   29    Maimonides 
did not believe that he ever existed and notes how some believe that Job was 
a contemporary of Abraham, some believe he was contemporaneous with 
Moses, others with David or with the return from the Babylonian exile.   30    
This question of provenance brings us to the role of the Gentile, the other, 
standing at the margins of order. With the partial exception of King David—
who was a forerunner of the Messiah (but also a descendent of Ruth the 
convert)—all fi gures listed are central symbols of Jewish belief, but are also 
deeply evocative of the world beyond Judaism. Abraham, the fi rst Jew, 
cannot but evoke the world of family and idolatry that he rejected. Moses’ 
ambivalent provenance (recalling the two sets of parents  characteristic of so 
many cultural heroes, from Oedipus to Cyrus) goes without saying, and his 
marriage to a non-Israelite sharpens the point further.   31    The Babylonian 
exile was marked by intermarriage and a great deal of interpenetration 
between Jews and Gentiles, with later attempts at eradication as Ezra and 
Nehemia led the return from exile. Job, who is a sign of the good and whose 
book can be read in the face of death, thus marks not only the ambiguity of 
order, but also of communal boundaries and their limits. 

 It should not surprise us that  The Bacchae  shows a similar engagement 
with both destruction and creation, death and regeneration, exile and 
return, inside and outside: the boundaries of order. Walter Burkett noted 
that tragedy itself is tied to the goat ( tragos ) sacrifi ced at the same altar 
( thumele ) that was central to all Dionysian performances.   32    “The rites of 
sacrifi ce touch the roots of human existence. In the ambivalence of the 
intoxication of blood and the horror of killing, in the twofold aspect of life 
and death, they hold something fundamentally uncanny, we might almost 
say, tragic.”   33    This uncanniness is tied to the fi gure of Dionysus, who 
bridges the power of creation and the horrors of death. The very origins of 
this tragedy in the slaying of the he-goat ( tragos ), symbol of procreative 
power, every fi ve years at the Dionysian altar recalls both the creation and 
destruction of boundaries. 
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 Tragedy, seeped in the horrors and fascination of death and  destruction, 
in the blood of sacrifi ced animals and human undoing, provides us with 
the wellsprings of empathy. We understand empathy as a cognate of pity, 
in Aristotle’s famous defi nition of tragedy as “the imitation of an action 
that is serious and also, as having magnitude, complete in itself; in 
language with pleasurable accessories, each kind brought in separately in 
the parts of the work; in a dramatic and not narrative form, with incidents 
arousing pity and fear, wherewith to accomplish its catharsis of such 
 emotions.”   34    Turning to the other involves turning away from oneself, 
accepting and recognizing what is beyond our own ordered microcosm of 
the universe. Moving beyond the familiar—that is, beyond what we have 
ordered—is the critical mechanism for empathy. It moves into the 
 subjunctive—which is precisely how Aristotle describes tragedy as “a kind 
of thing that might be.”   35    Tragedy decenters the self as a precondition for 
empathy. It forces us to move beyond the boundaries of our own order and 
to recognize what we cannot control. In these terms Pentheus fails the test 
of recognition and is destroyed. Job rises to its heights and is justifi ed. 

 Both responses entail empathy, but on very diff erent levels. In Job, the 
text itself engenders the empathy. In  The Bacchae  it occurs in the audi-
ence. The book of Job ends not only with Job having achieved a vision of 
God, having all his property doubled, and new sons and daughters born, 
but with his friends Eliphaz, Bildad, and Zophar commanded by God to 
off er up sacrifi ces. These sacrifi ces are accepted and the friends forgiven 
only because Job intercedes in their behalf. 

 Job himself experiences catharsis and empathy within the text itself, 
although readers may also identify with his struggle with meaning and 
meaninglessness.  The Bacchae  off ers no such collective resolution or 
broadening of empathy within the text. Agave goes off  into exile alone and 
still polluted by the murder of her son. Cadmus bids her goodbye and the 
chorus reminds us of the inexplicable ways of the gods. Job ends with a 
scene of social harmony and the restitution of human (not only material) 
relations.  The Bacchae  ends in dissolution, so that empathy lies with the 
audience and is not internal to text. Perhaps it is the play’s evocation of 
unresolved pain that engenders empathy in the spectator, while the reality 
of harmony in Job precludes such empathetic catharsis. 

 Both Job and  The Bacchae  bring us face to face with the contradictions 
at the heart of all order. In Job, these are resolved in God’s majesty—
which is, however, beyond anything that humans can comprehend. In 
contrast,  The Bacchae ’s god is as capricious and hubristic as his human 
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counterpart (who is, after all, his cousin). Pentheus never grasps the 
meaning of the Dionysian rites of the Maenads and continually attributes 
a lewd sexual meaning to them. He is continually drawn to what he 
believes is the sexual nature of their activity outside the city. Seeing only 
excess—when in fact it is god-work—he himself becomes a man of excess, 
overstepping the boundaries of order in his display of power, his mad-
ness, and his  transvestite disguise. In such excess, he unleashes forces of 
violence (fi re and earthquake), fi nally to be cut down in the most violent 
manner  imaginable. 

 Both Job and  The Bacchae  bring us to an encounter with that 
 undiff erentiated, deeply ambiguous symbolic reality that stands beneath 
all order. Job and  The Bacchae  force us to come to grips with both the 
 dissolution of boundaries and their affi  rmation, with both chaos and the 
act of creation—with the transcendence of all order in that which is beyond 
its limits. As we have seen, each text frames the poles of chaos and  creation, 
of boundaries and their dissolution, in a diff erent way and with a diff erent 
resolution. Yet both teach us that we can escape neither pole. 

 Finally, we would do well to recall God’s fi nal defense in the face of 
Job’s accusations: God claims that Job may have some knowledge of what 
is just, but he has no authoritative knowledge of the world, nor does he 
have any responsibility (hence no practical knowledge) for ordering the 
world. Hence, in the end, he really knows very little. There is an important 
point hidden here. God is claiming that because Job has no notion of the 
real world, that is, of the real material circumstances of feeding the world, 
he can have no truly authoritative knowledge. Authoritative knowledge is, 
in the fi nal analysis, practical knowledge, knowledge of particulars. Job’s 
knowledge is only of abstract categories. 

 God’s claim is that the only real, authoritative knowledge is practical 
knowledge of everything. Humans, the story teaches us, can only have a 
very limited degree of practical knowledge. Our knowledge of the practical 
and of the concrete is severely circumscribed; it is always limited because 
it is only our own experience in space and in time. Yet we clearly make 
claims to knowledge—to universal knowledge that transcends our 
 empirical experience. We do so in all realms, and certainly in the realms 
of morality. Nevertheless these claims, so we learn from Job, precisely 
because they are abstract and general, do not accord us real authoritative 
knowledge. 

 In the most radical of terms, we may say that God valorizes the 
 particular—every particular—as particular. In contrast, humankind can 
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only relativize the particular in the universal. Our knowledge and so the 
ground of our action is thus always only partial, incomplete, frail, and 
wanting. Moreover, because of this relativization, language has only a 
limited and partial ability to express what is, to express the real. Language 
always, by necessity, loses the particular entity in the universality of lin-
guistic categories. The particular quiddity of this unique  brick  is lost in the 
general category of “brick.”   36    

 The consequences of this are dramatic. It means that some element of 
deceit, if only the deceit of language, is built into social life. Job’s friends 
are no more than human, representing the partial and structurally 
 mandated deceit or falseness of social life. They say what can be said, and 
only what can be said. In contrast, as we learned from Job’s encounter 
with God, what truly is, cannot be said. 

 The tension between the particular and the general is central to the 
whole problem of boundaries and of order, of how we refl ect on order, of 
the encounter with chaos and with the other—that is, with the themes of 
this book. Chaos is, in human terms, the plethora of particulars. The truly 
limitless number of particulars requires us to generalize, to abstract; this 
is the only way we have available to grasp them. The price we pay for this 
is the loss of the particular and with it of real knowledge. Only God, it 
seems, can apprehend the infi nite set of particulars without it becoming 
chaos. Our own circumscribed vision and partial knowledge leave us for-
ever on the brink of chaos. This is salvaged in Job only by faith in an entity 
that transcends such chaos;  The Bacchae  leaves us to refl ect on our fate.     
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 Notation and Its Limits     

 N E A R  T H E  B E G I N N I N G  of Herodotus’s  History , he tells us the story of 
the Lydian King Candaules and his bodyguard Gyges. Candaules was so 
enamored of his wife and her beauty that he arranged for Gyges to see 
her naked. Though Gyges remonstrated and begged his master to spare 
him this unlawful sight, Candaules was adamant that Gyges had nothing 
to fear and that the wife would never know of his presence. Candaules 
contrived for Gyges to be hidden in their bedroom as the queen was 
 removing her clothes and placing them on the chair near the bed. Gyges 
did indeed see her nakedness, but when he slipped out behind the door 
to exit the room, the queen saw him and understood what Candaules had 
orchestrated. 

 The following day, the queen brought together all of her most loyal 
retinue and called for Gyges. She confronted him with his act and gave 
him the choice of dying on the spot or of killing King Candaules, reigning 
in his stead and, of course, taking the queen for his wife. “For,” in her 
words, “either he that contrived this must die or you, who have viewed me 
naked and done what is not lawful.” Gyges tried to talk the queen out of 
this awful choice, but did not succeed and, forced with necessity, chose his 
own survival. He killed the king and, in Herodotus’s words, “had the wife 
and the kingship of Lydia.”   1    

 Like so many of the stories recounted by Herodotus, this is rich and 
multilayered. It touches on many critical issues, from the danger of loving 
one’s wife too much to the fatal weakness of needing another man to 
 validate the beauty of one’s own wife. As one woman friend judged 
Candaules when recounted this story: “He is not a man.” Our interest lies 
in the excluded middle. Or, in slightly diff erent terms, with the erasure and 
dismantling of an ambiguous situation. To be seen naked by a man who is 
not one’s husband and, on the other hand, to see the queen naked when 
one is not the king are both impossibilities—yet, they are impossibilities 
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that clearly occurred, and only could occur through the contrivance of the 
king. Hence the king must die to restore order. “Barbarians” like the  Lydians 
considered viewing a woman naked to be a severe breach of the  normative 
order, leading to a situation best understood in sociological terms as “an-
omic” (taken from the Greek  anomos ).   2    A-nomic, a-nomous, a-nonymous: 
all point to what is beyond the normative frame, outside the named, ex-
ceeding anything that society can confi gure. Gyges clearly could not see the 
queen naked. Yet he did. The situation was impossible and thus required a 
resolution. One of the men had to die, and in so doing the  ambiguous and 
anomic were reintegrated into the normative order: kings and only kings 
see their wives’ nakedness. 

 Lest this story seem too distant, too fi ctitious, and much too politically 
incorrect, allow us to complement it with the following tale, told by Rahel 
Wasserfall, a visiting French anthropologist who spent time as a Fulbright 
exchange scholar at a left of center American university campus. We quote 
from her account of that period: “I was meeting a male anthropologist 
who was about my age and we were on our way to have lunch. Almost 
immediately he said something about going with his wife to Washington 
over the weekend. I myself found a way to answer a few sentences later 
that ‘I will be going to visit my partner in LA next month.’ After this (in my 
view strange) dialogue, we went on talking about anthropology and his 
interests.”   3    Wasserfall was struck by how, in this country, people hardly 
tolerated ambiguity in gender relations and how the professional Ameri-
can academic environment did not countenance the type of fl irtation and 
“letting things happen” that she was familiar with in other cultures. 
Rather, at the very beginning of any interaction, even the most innocuous 
and professional, her interlocutors (regardless of their own gender) felt it 
imperative to establish almost immediately the boundaries, possibilities, 
and restrictions of the incipient interaction. She soon learned that—again, 
as opposed to other cultures and climes—men and women both were very 
concerned to know “not my class, my kin, my religious or political beliefs, 
or the origin of my family, but my marital situation.”   4    That was the 
boundary that could not be crossed. 

 While clearly not as sanguine as the Lydians, here, too, we fi nd a high 
level of intolerance for ambiguity in gender relations and the need to pre-
clude the emergence of any ambiguity in the interaction (perhaps because 
the options for resolution open to Candaules’s wife are less available 
among the professoriate). We bring up these stories to illustrate one way 
in which ambiguity has been dealt with over the ages and across cultures. 
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This is simply to do away with it: a policy of “zero tolerance.” In certain 
matters, people do not tolerate ambiguity and so immediately resolve it 
into a more binary structure of preexisting categories. Hence, only kings 
see their queens naked, and a profanation of this rule must be righted by 
its reinstantiation. It does not really matter who will be the king (either 
Candaules or Gyges), but the point is that the status quo of kings and only 
kings seeing queens naked had to be reestablished, and so it was. 

 Though Foucault’s  History of Sexuality  is devoted to precisely this 
theme—that is, the increasing categorization of sexuality and the 
 resolution of the amorphous and ambiguous into the socially scripted and 
sanctioned—the realm of sexuality is far from the only one in which 
people deny and erase the ambiguous. We need only refl ect on the 
 phenomenon of exile to see, again, the banishment of the a-nomic out 
beyond the realms of society’s categories. Examples include Cain’s mur-
der of his brother Abel, which forced him into a life of wandering, as well 
as to the cities of refuge commanded in the Bible—where the perpetrators 
of manslaughter (but not murder) could fi nd safety from avenging kin. 
The exiles had to stay there, however, until the death of the high priest. 
This was a common solution to the ambiguity occasioned by the spilling 
of blood and consequent upset of cosmic harmony. Exile, however, is not 
purely a category of the ancients. A very interesting study by the Dutch 
social psychologist Wilma Vollebergh found exile to be an operative 
 concept among youth presented with the task of constructing, from 
scratch, their own ideal island society.   5    

 Vollebergh conducted her studies to rethink the old Frankfurt School 
theories of the authoritarian personality, and she thus divided her subjects 
into groups of “non-authoritarian” and “authoritarian” types (according to 
rather well-established categories that do not interest us here). Interest-
ingly, and perhaps counterintuitively, she found that the “authoritarian” 
subjects, who had an array of punishments at their beck and call for all 
manner of law breakers on their imaginary island and who saw law as 
backed by the coercive powers of the majority, had no need for exile in 
their array of responses to deviant, non-normative behavior. On the other 
hand, the “non-authoritarian” group had liberal politics based on ideals of 
governance by direct democracy, with the island governed by internal and 
voluntary submission to universally shared moral rules. Consequently, 
they had no place for any form of punishment on their island, but they 
also had no place for those who chose not to submit to the moral authority 
of the group. Those people had to be exiled and thrown off  the island.   6    
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 Exile thus remained a cognitive option among Dutch youth at the end of 
the twentieth century. Even more interestingly, it existed among Vollebergh’s 
liberal and “non-authoritarian” subjects, those who sought to do without any 
explicit set of laws and regulations, but wished to order society purely on the 
basis of an internal and voluntary acceptance of the moral order.  Vollebergh’s 
study warns us to question any easy identifi cation of intolerance with the 
explicit avowal of principled rules, categorical imperatives, and adherence to 
ritualized modes of behavior. The subject is much more complicated than 
any easy identifi cation of tolerance with liberal and liberal-individualistic 
notions of self and society, at least if we maintain the minimal defi nition of 
tolerance as living with what you disapprove of. Exile in such cases would 
not, one would think, be in the cards. 

 At present, however, our concern is with the type of response to ambi-
guity that exile (and the status of Lydian kings) personifi es—and that is to 
eradicate it, to remove it because the ambiguous is impure, something the 
social fabric cannot entirely incorporate. Exile and similar responses attempt 
to maintain the existing categories of order as if there were no ambiguity. 
Until now, we have been discussing social practices: killing kings, exiling 
deviants, sequestering killers, and so on. We must also consider the  cognitive 
correlates of these deeds, which attempt to abstract reality into a reifi ed 
 understanding of moral or social categories as somehow pure, through 
 censoring out the problematic and ambiguous “middle.” 

 Humor provides a very good illustration of this. At least since the writ-
ings of Freud on  Jokes and Their Relation to the Unconscious , we know how 
bound up ambiguity is with the very structure of the humorous. The 
mechanisms of condensation, double meaning, and the multiple use of 
the same material in jokes rely on the ambiguity of language and context 
to make humor, in the form of jokes, possible. Playing between frames is, 
after all, what makes so many jokes humorous. To take a short example 
off ered by Freud of a humorous simile: “A wife is like an umbrella—
sooner or later one takes a cab.”   7    The humor revolves around implicit 
meanings. Just as an umbrella does not protect one from a downpour 
and so one ends up taking a cab, so a wife does not fulfi ll all of a man’s 
sexual urgings and he ends up maintaining illicit sexual relations (with 
the public nature of the cab comparable to “public women,” i.e., prosti-
tutes). When spelled out, the humor is lost and it becomes a crass state-
ment of dubious worth. The humor is in the play of signifi er and signifi ed, 
in the move between meanings that allows the release of certain sexual 
tensions and repressed desires. In Freud’s own words, “What these jokes 
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whisper may be said aloud: that the wishes and desires of men have a 
right to make themselves acceptable alongside of exacting and ruthless 
morality.”   8    

 On fi rst sight, then, humor and the comic have an apparently 
“ emancipatory” role—allowing the expression of the repressed. In truth, 
though, Freud was not one to accept such a reading. Rather, he clearly in-
dicated that desires must remain unsatisfi ed (rather than illegitimately 
fulfi lled) “because only the continuance of so many unfulfi lled demands 
can develop the power to change the order of society.”   9    Real emancipation 
and challenge to social mores and categories could not come through 
jokes, which only sublimate the unfulfi lled desires, rather than chal-
lenging the categories and frames that channel them. 

 The semiotician Umberto Eco expanded this relatively undeveloped 
insight of Freud in his essay on “The Frames of Comic Freedom.”   10    There 
Eco presents an important distinction for our concern with ambiguity and 
its erasure. He compares the tragic and the comic to show that both have 
to do with violation of a rule and the consequences of this violation. The 
diff erence between tragedy and comedy is that in tragedy the rule violated 
is a major one (do not kill one’s father, say), while in comedy it tends to be 
minor (e.g., do not sneeze on people). Similarly, we identify with the 
 violator of the rule in tragedy; he elicits our sympathy even as we share in 
his remorse. In comedy, on the other hand, the character generally ap-
pears repulsive, inferior, ignoble and animal-like. Consequently we do not 
identify with him or her, but feel superior. We can share in the pleasure of 
the broken rule as well as its reassertion with the wrongdoer getting his 
comeuppance. The comic, says Eco, “is always racist: only the others, the 
Barbarians, are supposed to pay.”   11    He is pointing out that both the tragic 
and the comic register the perennial and unalterable existence of rules 
and obligations. 

 Comedy disrupts order no more than tragedy. In both, order triumphs 
over the ambiguities that it creates and reasserts its own categories— albeit 
with very diff erent emotional responses by the viewer in each case. 
Whether in tears or in laughter, the possibility of being ambiguous is lost. 
Neither form allows us to exist between more than one normative order, 
whether these are the contradictory demands of civic justice and personal 
morality or the confl icting obligations to kin and polis, piety and ven-
geance. The comic, like the tragic, registers the breaking of an unspoken, 
yet easily recognized and accepted law—just as Freud’s umbrella joke 
works on the basis of an infringement of an unstated moral injunction. 
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The end in all cases is to reassert those very laws and injunctions that have 
been profaned. No place remains for unregulated sexuality, unframed mo-
rality, or unrestricted fi lial obligations. 

 At the end of the essay, Eco interestingly contrasts the tropes of the 
comic to what he sometimes calls irony and sometimes humor. Here 
he tells us: “The laughter, mixed with pity, without fear, becomes a 
smile.”   12    We no longer laugh at the characters, but at the contrast 
between the characters’ desires and the frame of their actions. Don 
Quixote is humorous but not comic—precisely because Cervantes 
shows us his ambiguous position in relation to the frames in which he 
acts. This humor, he writes, “does not promise us liberation: on the 
contrary, it warns us about the impossibility of global liberation, 
reminding us of the presence of a law that we no longer have reason to 
obey. In doing so it undermines the law. It makes us feel the  uneasiness 
of living under a law—any law.”   13    Here, then, we no longer fi nd the 
eradication of the ambiguous, but a form of its instantiation or  notation. 
This, as we shall discuss, provides a powerful alternative to exile and 
censorship as a way of dealing with ambiguity’s inevitable presence in 
our lives. 

 Unlike the ironic, comedy for Eco does not gently undermine our 
structure of categories by letting us stand outside them for a moment in a 
world where the demarcations of order are not so clear. Instead, just like 
exile or the murder of King Candaules, it insists on the uncrossable cate-
gories of order, keeping the other as Other. These techniques deal with 
ambiguity by isolating, ridiculing, and destroying it.    

  Projects to Resolve Ambiguity   

 As Eco’s discussion of irony implied, there are other important techniques 
to minimize the threat of ambiguity. Here we will discuss the project to 
disambiguate by constructing ever more precise and detailed categories. 
This process resembles a photographer trying to remove fuzziness by 
achieving ever greater resolutions. Think of color terms, for example. The 
permutations of hue, saturation, and brightness lead to a vast number of 
perceivable colors. Most languages, however, have fewer than a dozen 
basic color terms.   14    This can easily lead to confusion (“Do you want the 
blue shirt or the other color of blue shirt?”), which we answer by creating 
new ad hoc categories (“the blue of your eyes”) or with a multiplication of 
specialized terms (“cerulean,” “azure,” and so on). Color virtuosos—fashion 
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designers, for instance—may have a huge professional vocabulary, 
although not even they can cover the entire range of sensory possibilities. 

 Loosely following in the path of John Henry Newman, we call this 
process of constant clarifi cation “notation.” By this, we mean the process 
of intellectual abstraction from real experience or apprehension to general 
category and rule: “creations of the mind” in Newman’s terms, rather than 
of direct apprehension.   15    Notation is not simply a matter of new words. We 
do it, for example, when we follow the inevitable child-rearing advice that 
we should defi ne clear boundaries for our children. A simple rule that 
everyone should eat dinner at the same time might soon fi nd itself vastly 
elaborated as a teenaged child pushes on its edges and parents try to clarify 
the boundaries over and over again. There is just too much homework, 
and she has to eat at the computer. She had a big snack and is not hungry. 
Forced to sit at the table anyway, she brings a textbook (pushing on yet 
another rule), or demands to leave far earlier than everyone else. New 
rules (leaving early is allowed, but only if there is a lot of homework) are 
met by new challenges (it is always a lot of homework). Smaller children 
test limits just as constantly, and clarifying the limit just leads to a new 
test. The process may be crucial for growing up and establishing under-
standings of both self and how to deal with a social community. Yet it also 
illustrates the constant push to notate as well as the inevitable limitations 
on the possibility of notation. 

 In quite a diff erent context, something similar goes on with lawyers in 
a courtroom, who often argue less about the facts of a case than about 
their confl icting understandings of how the law applies in this unique 
case. Passing a new law will move the arguments onto new turf, but it can 
never get rid of the gap between the complexity of any specifi c (i.e., partic-
ular and unique) situation and notation, which is always general and 
hence leaves an opening for diff erent interpretations—for ambiguity. 
There is a paradox of thought here: every increase in notation, in the detail 
of description or prescription, takes us further from the unique context 
because it entails greater use of abstraction. The more we “understand,” 
“think,” or “represent,” the further from the thing we get. We gain clarity 
of vision at the expense of the fullness of experience. By increasing nota-
tion, we have, among other things, increased abstraction and hence the 
ambiguity of the experience itself. 

 Every human notational act is to some extent caught in this paradox. 
We cannot speak without categories, and even societies without legal 
systems still have rules of some sort, always at one remove from  experience. 
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There are important diff erences, though, in how far diff erent societies 
push this paradox or try to resolve it. At one extreme, we have mystical 
traditions that suggest the rejection of all categories, and thus a deep sus-
picion of language. The  Daode Jing , for example, warns us that “When all 
in the world know beauty as beauty, ugliness arises; when all know good 
as good, evil arises  . . .  therefore the sage teaches without words.”   16    Words 
only work through diff erence, and each thus carries its own opposite; 
better to avoid language completely. Or consider the great Sufi  poet Rumi: 
“This is how it always is when I fi nish a poem. A great silence overcomes 
me, and I wonder why I ever thought to use language.”   17    

 At the other extreme, we have attempts to remove ambiguity forever by 
fi nding the right words for everything through an ideal language, and 
 defi ning rules to cover every possible contingency. While this can never be 
more than an aspiration, it has been a vitally important project at some 
historical times, perhaps never more than in the period that began with 
the Enlightenment and continues in many ways today. Stephen Toulmin, 
for example, has argued that Enlightenment philosophers devoted them-
selves to the twin goals of abstraction and notation: “From 1600 on  .  .  .  
there is a shift from a style of philosophy that keeps equally in view issues 
of local, timebound practice, and universal, timeless theory, to one that 
accepts matters of universal, timeless theory as being entitled to an exclu-
sive place on the agenda of ‘philosophy.’”   18    In part, he sees this as a move 
away from the art of rhetoric to the rigor of logic, from the oral to the 
written. As Toulmin describes the change, it is a self-conscious attempt to 
wipe out ambiguity. Somewhere between 1590 and 1640, he argues, a 
skeptical tolerance of ambiguity and uncertainty lost its intellectual re-
spectability.   19    

 Alain Besançon makes a similar claim about the French  Enlightenment 
as a key step that led fi rst to French Revolutionary radicalism and then, 
when added to German idealism of the nineteenth century, to Leninism. 
Describing early eighteenth-century thinkers in France, he says that “the 
whole of the real—which is all matter—can be justifi ed in terms of 
 scientifi c knowledge. We do not know everything, but everything can be 
known .  .  .  . So a whole sequence of secondary philosophers exhausted 
themselves searching for the equivalent of universal gravity in the 
 psychological, the physiological and, soon, in the political arenas.”   20    

 The French Revolution showed particular concern with resolving all 
ambiguities. In many cases, this took the form of clarifying the non- 
linguistic world by trying to turn it into a system of symbols like words. In 
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clothing, for example, even as old sumptuary conventions were rejected, 
everything else was suddenly being decoded: silk or wool, long jackets or 
short, and so on. The eff ort to encode fully something as variable as dress, 
however, was doomed. The answer seemed to be uniforms: a national civil 
uniform was designed but not implemented, and there were endless 
 arguments about offi  cial uniforms.   21    Art needed just as much 
 disambiguation, sometimes through direct notation. When the artist and 
Deputy Jacques Louis David designed a colossal Hercules statue, he 
planned for explanatory words to be engraved on its body parts so that 
viewers would properly understand the allegory; the people would know 
how to recognize themselves. 

   On his brow would be inscribed “light” (a rather weak reference to 
intelligence); “nature” and “truth” were to appear on his chest; 
“force” and “courage” on his arms; and “work” on his hands. Hercu-
les brings light and truth to the world in David’s vision, not through 
his intellect or cleverness, but through his strength, courage, and 
“labor.”   22    

   This attempt to disambiguate by naming continues through the mod-
ern period. As Besançon argued, we can see it especially clearly in the 
Communist states of the twentieth century. As an example, Mao Zedong 
described the features of good literature in his 1942 “Talks at the Yenan 
Forum on Literature and Art,” which laid out the principles that would 
defi ne Chinese policies on literature for the entire Maoist period. One of 
the problems he took on was that of “dark” and “bright” characters. Was it 
good to dwell on the dark side of society, as much of the most infl uential 
Chinese literature of the 1930s had? How about half-and-half characters—
mixed and troubled souls? Mao answered that we indeed required both 
dark and bright, but they had to be distinguished absolutely from each 
other. The purpose of the dark was to throw the bright into even greater 
illumination.   23    Shades of grey had been ruled out. 

 A similar attitude toward ambiguity occurs with instrumental music, 
where the ambiguities are far deeper than in any form of literature because 
there are no words. The Baroque “doctrine of the aff ections” attempted a 
solution somewhat like David’s writing key words on his Hercules. The 
idea was that forms of aff ect could be clearly described and rationalized (as 
Descartes had attempted) and that particular harmonic and melodic 
 patterns directly translated into those aff ective responses.   24    Rapidly rising 



 62   R E T H I N K I N G  P L U R A L I S M

thirds created euphoria, for instance. Further, a piece of music should 
strive for only one main aff ect, otherwise there would be confusion. While 
composers lost interest in this approach after the eighteenth century, the 
idea that musical meanings had to be clarifi ed remained important 
through the “program music” of the nineteenth century, in which a written 
program told the audience what the music described—a way of adding 
words back into instrumental music, again reminiscent of David labeling 
his statue. The Communist states, too, found the ambiguities of instru-
mental music deeply troubling, as we can see most clearly in the endless 
Soviet arguments about what Shostakovich’s music actually meant. In 
every case, the non-linguistic world of possibilities is reduced to a nota-
tion, an ideal type. 

 We have so far been discussing two primary ways of trying to abolish 
or minimize ambiguity: the attempt to censor or forbid the ambiguous 
through erasure and the attempt to disambiguate it through ever clearer 
categorization. While both try to steer clear of the uncertainties of ambi-
guity by drawing clear boundaries, they do this through diff erent means 
that may come into confl ict with each other. 

 We can see this, for instance, in contemporary American arguments 
over gender identity. On the one hand, we can continue to see a strong 
argument for the reduction of sexuality to a simple binary with nothing 
between. There are men and there are women, and sexuality requires one 
of each. We see this in the frequent attempts by American voters in some 
states to pass laws defi ning marriage as the union of a man and a woman 
only. The ban on homosexuality in the United States armed forces is 
 similar, and the “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy adopted in 1993 was simply a 
promise to allow claims of ignorance while leaving intact the basic 
 prohibition on acts that penetrated the category boundaries. Attempts to 
redefi ne sexual identity through drastic surgical and hormonal interven-
tion also renounce any kind of position between in favor of creating a 
singular “man” or “woman.” 

 On the other hand, there has been another trend to deal with the 
fuzzy world of love, sex, and identity as actually experienced: new cate-
gories are constantly being created in the attempt to grant them some 
legitimacy. Legalizing homosexuality was a fi rst step in many places, as 
with the states that have defi ned marriage to include relations between 
two people of the same gender. We also now have categories of people 
who are cisgendered and transgendered. Then there are people of neu-
tral gender, bigender, and intersexual gender. Paralleling this has been 
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increased academic interest in gender categorization outside the West, 
like the South Asian  hijra  or the “third gender” role, often called  berdache , 
in many Native American groups. 

 These two approaches to gender identity are engaged in a strong argu-
ment, but both similarly reduce the fl ux of behavior, feeling, and experi-
ence to named identity. Both “notate” gender in an attempt to avoid 
ambiguity and to legitimize identities (many of them or just two of them). 
Such notations are an inescapable part of human life because they are 
fundamental to the way in which language works. Yet they do little to help 
us to accept ambiguity and indeterminacy or to teach us how to move 
between our categories.    

  Problems with Categories   

 Language is arguably the most fundamental human way of dealing with 
the ambiguities inherent to experience. All language abstracts away from 
the infi nite richness of our experience in the world; all of it reduces fl ow 
to categories. As many have pointed out, every word is both too general 
and too specifi c: too general because it loses the precision and detail of 
actual objects and experiences, and too specifi c because it bounds those 
objects within the clear borders of some class. The problem of categories 
thus remains rooted in the very ambiguity of language. To paraphrase 
Bateson again, one problem is that every communication is both a mes-
sage and a message about a message.   25    It is both descriptive and, in a 
sense, normative—a claim about the world-as-it-is and a claim about the 
nature of claims. The interstices of the two kinds of messages are always 
ambiguous, as the orientations of these respective messages pertain to 
very diff erent realms. 

 Alfred Korzybski went further in a 1931 lecture when he attacked the 
rooting of language in Aristotelian logic. This logic, as he described it, 
rests on three assumptions, each of which bans ambiguity: 
   
       1.      The law of identity : whatever is, is.  
      2.      The law of contradiction : nothing can both be and not be.  
      3.      The law of the excluded middle : everything must either be or not be, 

never both at once.   26      
   

   He then demolishes each of these. The identity relationship, he says, 
should be abandoned because it is always false when applied to “objective, 
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unspeakable levels  . . .  Whatever we might  say  a happening ‘is’,  it is not .”   27    
Exactly because every word is already abstracted, even a simple statement 
like “this object is a book” is already false in an important way. This rea-
soning applies equally to the other two logical principles. His rejection of 
the law of the excluded middle is especially important for our purposes. By 
insisting that the middle must be included, that things can be both A and 
not-A, he embraces ambiguity. 

 Korzybski sums much of this up in his famous dictum that “the map 
 is not  the territory.”   28    Gregory Bateson expanded on this in an important 
essay in which he asks what in the territory actually makes it onto the 
map.   29    His answer is that maps pull out the diff erences in the territory. If 
there were no diff erences, there would be nothing to put on the map 
except the boundary—and that is itself a diff erence, of course. He pushes 
hard on this idea of the prioritization of certain diff erences over others 
because the actual diff erences that we could choose to map are infi nite. 
Mapping (or speaking) requires choosing the diff erences that matter, at 
least for some people, and some times, and in some contexts. 

 Given that middles cannot be excluded, identities are never identical, 
and diff erences are infi nite, no system of bounded categories can be 
 sustained. No wonder, then, that the  Daode Jing , Rumi, and other mystics 
from many traditions have been so suspicious of language. Yet even 
 mystics have nothing but language with which to express their thoughts. 
While scientists still argue about exactly how language diff erentiates us 
from the great apes (ambiguities even here!), no one doubts that language 
is a necessary component of what makes us human. Language does not 
just off er the ability to abstract, but it requires abstraction and categoriza-
tion in every sentence that we utter. Every utterance creates diff erence and 
thus opens up alternatives (as beauty requires ugliness and orthodoxy 
requires heterodoxy). 

 The previous sections of this chapter discussed attempts to resolve these 
problems of language with more language or with less. We get more 
language when we spin out ever more categories. If a word is too general, 
we can coin a more specifi c one (azure, not just blue). If the opposite con-
founds our meaning, we can try a new and more detailed classifi cation. 
Like the sorcerer’s apprentice, we can keep making mops until they threaten 
to overwhelm us. On the other hand, if someone threatens our categories, 
we can also attempt a solution through less language—censorship. 

 It should be clear by now, however, that neither attempt can fully suc-
ceed. Indeterminacy creeps back into any system of categories. This is a 
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discouraging thought about any search for truth or the ultimate comforts 
of certainty. Yet it also lets us see the potential for change in any system 
because the intractable spaces between the categories can ultimately 
spawn new structures. Earlier in the chapter, we discussed exile and cen-
sorship as examples of ways to excise ambiguities and solidify categories, 
but ultimately inherent ambiguities can undermine strategies of exile and 
regimes of censorship. 

 Exile can, of course, silence off ending voices. In the process, however, 
it can also free the exiles—as much from the social conventions and rela-
tionships that had shaped their thought as from the political constraints 
under which they had been operating. The most famous case in China 
was Qu Yuan, a scholar and minister to the king of Chu in the third cen-
tury  b.c.e . Chu was one of several Chinese states at war with each other for 
control at the time. Qu Yuan recommended alliance with a neighboring 
state against the aggressive Qin, but other, less upright ministers stymied 
him. Their slander led to his exile among the “barbarians” to the south. As 
a result, the Qin were able to defeat each of the other states in turn, fi nally 
uniting China. During Qu Yuan’s years of exile, he composed some of the 
most loved poetry in Chinese history, apparently combinations of local 
folk odes and his own feelings of longing, loss, and frustrated patriotism. 
When news of the fall of Chu reached Qu Yuan, he composed a fi nal 
 lament and then drowned himself.   30    

 Exile certainly saved those other ministers from having to deal with Qu 
Yuan, leaving them to defi ne the situation without challenge. But it also 
allowed Qu Yuan an artistic and political achievement that far outreached 
anything they did—and almost surely outreached anything Qu himself 
could have accomplished had he stayed home. Not even death silenced 
him: his suicide is still commemorated every year in the Dragon Boat Fes-
tival. The Tang dynasty poet Du Fu is another whose long exile led to an 
artistic outpouring that might otherwise never have happened. Exile has 
had political consequences as much as poetic ones. One need only think 
of Dante and Machiavelli, not to mention the long-term consequences of 
the ideas worked out in the exiles of Marx and then Lenin. 

 Exile attempts to excise the threat to the categories of order by removing 
the voice of doubt, while censorship attempts the same thing internally. To 
take a rather intimate example, European and American concert halls in 
the nineteenth century began to expect a regime of audience silence 
during performances.   31    Before that, performers had to earn the attention 
of what could be a raucous and unruly audience. As a consequence, 
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 modern performers in classical venues look out over a sea of dimly seen 
and silent bodies, each the same as the others in every important way. The 
only order will be that of the composer and the performers, unsullied by 
input from the crowd. From the points of view of audience members, 
 however, things look quite diff erent. Minds are free to wander in the 
silence, and thoughts are free to move with the music but also to move far 
away into the inner concerns and ideas of each individual. By silencing the 
audience, performers no longer know what people are thinking. 

 The same can also be true of more literal censorship and related forms 
of control, where the imposition of absolute and unquestionable cate-
gories and orders allows no public alternatives and no open exploration of 
gray zones. Truly successful crushing of all speech outside the boundaries 
of acceptability is a recipe for disaster. It may be only a minor problem 
when a musician does not know what people in the audience are thinking, 
but for a state it can be highly destructive. Take the case of the Great Leap 
Forward in China, during which the government imposed new categories 
of control that ranged from the sudden and total transition to state plan-
ning from market mechanisms for moving goods around the society, to 
new forms of sociality (communal dining and child care, for instance, or 
marching to the fi elds in military formation), to specifi c goals for produc-
tion. Local offi  cials who wanted to preserve their careers reported total 
success. It is not just that policy narratives critical of the Great Leap were 
censored and their proponents purged. Much more seriously, the only 
possible language was declaration of success. In several years of terrible 
weather for agriculture, with the earlier structures for running the 
economy dismantled, local offi  cials continuously reported that their tar-
gets had been met or exceeded. They turned over their full quotas of grain, 
based on wildly optimistic plans, even if it meant losing food that they 
needed to eat and to use for seed for the next year. With the categories not 
open to discussion—not even such fl imsy ones as projected grain yields—
the state had no way of responding to disaster. Millions starved. A similar 
situation held for the American intervention in Vietnam, where intelli-
gence operatives understood that their superiors would hear only stories 
of success. This logic went all the way up to the U.S. National Security 
Council. The consequences for American policy are well-known.   32    

 As the examples above show, the unavoidable ambiguities of social 
 orderings and categories preclude simple erasure through power. Fou-
cault’s work on sexuality, for example, does not argue that there was a 
simple censorship of talk about sex from the seventeenth century on. On 
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the contrary, he sees the silencing of sexuality in arenas like the home or 
school as having been matched by a huge outpouring of sex talk in other 
realms.   33    In a similar way, White House eff orts to control discourse on 
Vietnam could not prevent massive demonstrations that insisted on 
speaking truth to power. Judith Butler generalizes the argument even 
 further. She points out that every linguistic category, even (or especially) a 
simple “I,” is an act of censorship—in our terms, a banning of the 
 ambiguities at the edges of the concept. Yet this very process of censorship 
also creates the possibility for oppositional speech.   34    Categories, in other 
words, can never be absolute.    

  Notation, Legalization, and Trust   

 Creating categories is an example of what is perhaps the most common 
strategy of dealing with ambiguity—notation. Notation solidifi es and 
refi nes boundaries. It works through the contrast of categories, through 
the creation of clearly defi ned alternatives. It attempts to disambiguate for 
all times (and climes) rather than to understand its categories as indexed 
to a particular people or place. It therefore tends toward the abstract and 
general rather than the local and particular, more toward what Basil Bern-
stein called an “elaborated code” rather than a “restricted” one.   35    

 There are many forms of notation as a means to disambiguate, and 
they have appeared in myriad realms of human endeavor. We may think, 
for example, of sumptuary codes over the ages, from the conical hat that 
Jews were made to wear in thirteenth-century Christian Europe, to the 
revolutionary costumes noted above, to the grand balls of the French bour-
geoisie in the days of the Second Empire. High fashion and the cult of the 
couturier during that period were exercises in notation through design. 
They created a canon of costume around the fi gure of the Empress Euge-
nie that was as well structured, imbued with discrete meanings, and 
bounded as any other well-defi ned fi eld.   36    

 Didacticism in art, which has a pedigree back at least as far as Luther, 
is yet another example of notation as a means to dispel ambiguity rather 
than play with it.   37    No fan of images for their own sake, Luther justifi ed 
artistic production only if it served a pedagogic practice—in a manner not 
unlike Bertolt Brecht or, for that matter, much of twentieth-century artistic 
production. Form, as in the canon of modernist architecture, increasingly 
follows function. Boundaries grow sheer and rigid (in Le Corbusier as in 
 Mother Courage ) and the modernist descendants of the Reformation abjure 
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the play of ambiguity in favor of nominative statements. The examples 
off ered above of J. L. David are thus not simply revolutionary enthusi-
asms, but a chapter in a much longer tale. 

 Perhaps the most important fi eld defi ning the idea of notation, 
 however, is law ( nomos ). The very term “category” comes from the Greek 
 kategor , that is, “prosecutor.” Laws and categories are interwoven. Both 
attempt to disambiguate in the most critical realm we inhabit, that of 
human relations. They have been doing this, moreover, for millennia—
even before the invention of written codes of law (such as the code 
of Justinian), which merely added to and fortifi ed this tendency. The 
 decidedly early and culturally widespread practice of blood brotherhood 
provides a wonderful example of this “legalization” and hence struc-
turing of  ambiguous fi elds. From pre-Homeric Greece to contemporary 
Africa, we are familiar with this phenomenon of ritualized friendship. 
Blood  brotherhood and similar forms of ritualized personal relation-
ships defi ne or include a relationship with an unrelated other, which—
given a cognitive grid based on kin classifi cations—simply cannot 
exist.   38    Yet, like the fatal blunder in the story of Candaules, it clearly 
does. Such ritualized friendships permit the existence of relationships 
that the logic of the existing system cannot otherwise encompass—a 
system based on ascriptive categories nevertheless accepts non-ascrip-
tive ties into the system. The interstitial or ambiguous points in the 
system (i.e., its inability to  accommodate non-ascriptive ties) are ne-
gated through the creation of what is essentially a legal fi ction ( avant 
la lettre ). 

 Friendship (like love) is, after all, a very ambiguous thing. From 
 Confucian sages to modern anthropologists like Evans-Pritchard, people 
concerned with human relations have been struggling to understand just 
how this rather unstructured, loosely bounded, poorly defi ned, very 
labile, and often confl icting web of aff ective ties relates to more  structured, 
institutionalized, bounded, and defi ned (i.e., notated) roles and expecta-
tions.   39    Love, after all, was seen in the Christian middle ages as the “dark 
passion,” constantly threatening social stability, order, and the always 
only tenuous regulation of sexuality within marriage.   40    Certain societies 
considered friendship as no less dangerous. Just as sexuality—in all 
societies—has to be disambiguated in agreed-upon roles and expecta-
tions, so friendship too had to be formalized, bounded, and woven into a 
web of preexisting and socially accepted expectations of reciprocity and 
 responsibility. 
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 Thus Evans-Pritchard notes in his classic study of blood brotherhood 
among the Zande: “a man could not enter into a pact solely on his own 
initiative, since its clauses bound also his kin, who became subject to its 
sanctions. He would therefore fi rst consult his father and uncles and 
would only carry out the rite of blood brotherhood after he had obtained 
their consent.”   41    The ambiguities of friendship were thus severely 
 circumscribed within a set of clearly defi ned expectations and obligations 
that were themselves enmeshed within existing kinship obligations. Of 
course, this also set up the very real potential that the fi ctitious blood 
 relations would foster a competing and confl icting system of obligations 
to that of existing kinship rights: the stuff  of Greek tragedy. As we pointed 
out above, this is to be expected, and there is no ultimate retreat from am-
biguity and contradiction—only a temporary ad hoc refuge. 

 Over 150 years ago, Henry Sumner Maine explicitly recognized the role 
of legal fi ctions in providing such temporary refuge, or, in terms some-
what closer to his own, of providing a bridge between the normative order 
(the Law) and the exigencies (what we would term the ambiguities) of 
history.   42    Maine rooted his analysis of legal fi ctions in the Roman legal 
concept of  fi ctio , which was a device to permit jurisdiction in a case 
 involving a foreigner. He showed how it continued to be used as a means 
to maintain the fi ction that the law has not changed, is as it ever was, while 
the fact was that it had “wholly changed.” Interestingly, he cited the 
“ Fiction of Adoption,” that is, the creation of artifi cial family ties, as  critical 
to the very growth of civilization.   43    Such legal fi ctions occur in all legal 
codes, of all peoples. Our quibble with H. S. Maine would only be that he 
saw these overcome by the mechanisms of legislation and equity, while we 
argue that while such development may well have characterized Western 
jurisprudence, it does not characterize all judicial systems. 

 The real problem, however, is that regardless of the mechanism invoked 
(certainly including notation), there is simply no way to shun ambiguity. 
Today, for example, legal decisors face the major challenge of legal plu-
ralism: the coexistence within distinct nation-states (as well as supra-
national entities such as the EU) of vastly diff erent interpretations and 
understandings of what once appeared as unifi ed and coherent frames of 
worldviews, desiderata, and normative orders. This is a problem for state 
actors who have to wrestle with the ability and willingness of its legal orders 
to accommodate alternative, sometimes confl icting modes of legal or-
dering. It is even more problematic for legal traditions of non-state actors 
who must accommodate themselves to the laws and demands of the state. 
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 There are no clear answers here, especially because we are not dealing 
with ambiguities within one system, but with the coexistence of diverse 
systems in a single juridical space. Many global places face colliding fi elds 
of nomos. It is impossible to arrive at a point of arbitration, as there is no 
common or shared system of notation that can mediate. Many ancient 
states fi nessed similar situations through agreement that the gods of dif-
ferent peoples would each guarantee the contract—a form perhaps of 
overlapping consensus.   44    Lacking such gods today, we seem bereft of a 
solution. Wherever the solution lies, more notation seems unlikely to 
help—something that an invocation of gods would seem, implicitly, to 
recognize. Later in this book, we will return to the possibility of a more 
practical, even pragmatist appreciation of the inevitability of overlapping 
jurisdictions, the ambiguities of communal life, and the need for accom-
modating more than one consensus. 

 We speak of canons of art, architecture, music, or literature to indicate 
systems of well-defi ned, self-referential meaning, often symbolic in 
nature. Law is paradigmatic of such systems of canons because it repre-
sents the multitude of human relations. Such relations are not just multi-
tudinous, but infi nite, and that problem is a basic limit of law. One way to 
explore this problem further is to distinguish between the concepts of con-
fi dence and of trust. Confi dence, as we are using the term, means knowing 
what to expect in a situation of social interaction; trust, in contrast, is what 
allows us to maintain interaction even in the absence of confi dence.   45    

 Confi dence—along with the necessary knowledge—can stem from 
many diff erent things. It can come from the ability to impose sanctions 
and the knowledge that one’s partner to an interaction also knows that 
sanctions will be imposed if he or she fails to live up to the terms of an 
agreement. Sanctions may be formal or informal; they may be based on an 
intricate web of kinship obligations or on the verities of contract law. They 
may be immediate or inter-generational, symbolic or material. In all cases, 
confi dence rests on knowledge that our interactions exist within a context, 
within a well-notated—though not necessarily written—normative system 
that will impose sanctions in the case of an abrogation of agreements. 
Hence it is not quite correct to say that I “trust” the doctor. Rather, I have 
confi dence in her abilities, in the system that awarded her the degree on 
the wall, as well as in the epistemological assumptions of American med-
icine. Of course, I may also lack such confi dence and take my daughter to 
Lourdes instead. Or I can trust—have faith in—the Lord if, for instance, I 
am a Christian Scientist. 
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 Similarly, when the philosopher Annette Baier says that she “trusts the 
plumber to do a non-subversive job of plumbing,” that is also not quite 
true.   46    She knows that if he does a “subversive” job, she will not only not 
hire him again, and tell her neighbors not to hire him, but she will also 
complain to the local Better Business Bureau. She may even refuse to pay 
him. In short, she can impose sanctions, formal and informal. She knows 
this and he knows this; she knows that he knows this and he knows that 
she knows that he knows this, and so on. Again, all parties to the  interaction 
share a system of meaning and notation. They interact through mutual 
interest and maintain the relationship through mutual confi dence in this 
system within which their exchange takes place. Now if she were to rush 
off  to meet a colleague and leave her baby with the plumber until her hus-
band came home, that would be a very diff erent story, one involving both 
parties in a relationship of trust. 

 Confi dence, to reiterate, requires knowledge of what will be. And this 
knowledge may in turn be based on the ability to impose sanctions. It may 
also be based on what we may term familiarity, or what we can call 
“ stickball.” Because John played stickball on East 13th Street as a boy, we 
share certain codes of conduct, certain moral evaluations, certain ways of 
being and acting that allow for mutual confi dence. We are alike, the same, 
and hence his actions are predictable. Confi dence and prediction here 
stem not from sanctions but from sameness or familiarity. Of course, the 
relevant other may not be “the same” at all, but we will often draw certain 
conclusions (true or false) from modes of dress, speech, school  background, 
neighborhood, religion, and so on that allow us to construct a narrative of 
sameness that will allow us to have confi dence. 

 As in the case of sanctions, confi dence too rests on some system of 
shared notation, of encoded similarities or diff erences (such as could be 
noted by sumptuary codes, for example). We often combine as many bases 
of notational confi dence as possible before entering an interaction: formal 
sanctions may be costly and involve too great a transaction cost. Thus we 
like to know that we can impose informal sanctions as well. This is why our 
conversations turn so often to places of origin, school background, family, 
or even sports. These are all icons, symbols—at the end of the day, nothing 
but notational devices—of familiarity, of ways to demonstrate some under-
lying sameness to the other as well as to ourselves. We do this all the time, 
every day, in situations involving no more than choosing whom to sit next 
to on the bus or what architect to employ in redesigning our house. Such 
talk and judgment weaves through much of our public life. 
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 Trust, we are claiming, is much more ambiguous. Trust must emerge 
in an interaction if we have no basis for confi dence, no shared notational 
system—thus in situations where behavior and outcomes cannot be easily 
predicted. We need trust to interact with strangers. We need it if the other 
is unknowable. And the other is unknowable when we cannot impute or 
predict behavior because there is no shared notational system and hence 
either (a) there is no system within which sanctions can be imposed, or (b) 
there is no underlying sense of familiarity or sameness that would allow 
such prediction.   47    Unlike the Roman  fi des  which carried very clear sets of 
obligations and terms of reciprocity, trust is essentially an open relation-
ship, not given to legal notation. Its very essence thus remains ambig-
uous.   48    For just that reason, however, it is the arena in which we can talk 
of empathy and of the type of creative play with boundaries of self and 
other, broached earlier. 

 Relations between members of all societies, to greater or lesser extent, 
are predicated on one or another of these forms. Some forms of social 
 organization leave more room for the ambiguous, others less. We have 
already noted the tendency in many kinship-organized groups to 
 circumscribe the ambiguity of personal friendship within the notationally 
recognized arena of ritualized kinship. The modern form of universalis-
tic, achieved, and  gesselschaftlich  social organization, however, generally 
accommodates the ambiguous no better, though the terms of what is 
understood as ambiguous are perhaps diff erent. The contemporary, seem-
ingly endless and exponential growth of bureaucratic regulation of just 
about everything equally attempts to circumscribe the ambiguousness of 
human relations within notational systems. And while moderns do not 
understand friendship to be so circumscribed (perhaps at our peril), we 
certainly do circumscribe trust. Such endless notation returns us to the 
map/territory conundrum. We eventually lose sight of the diff erence. If 
many non-state societies seem to want to reduce everything to territory 
and context, more contemporary societies seem to try to turn everything 
into map and rule.    

  Problems with Boundaries   

 The inability to remove ambiguity from our speech and from our cate-
gories leaves us with a strong critique of any attempt to impose a pure or 
rigid view of boundaries and of the orders that they delineate. A pure cat-
egory implies rigid boundaries, while in reality we have but temporary, 
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fungible, and fragile categories that are always only  good enough  to present 
a holding ground for the development of action and understanding. As the 
psychiatrist Edgar Levenson pointed out, any interpersonal experience is 
always the product of two kinds of communicative systems, one verbal and 
one embodied, which he terms “the language of speech and the language 
of action.” Both, he argues, are “harmonic variations” or “transforms” of 
one another.   49    They are not identical, and they comprise diff erent commu-
nicative systems. Levenson thus also concludes that ambiguity resides at 
the very core of shared social action, because all interaction relies on two 
forms of communication that have very diff erent semiotic rules. Suc-
cessful interaction thus requires us to “play,” to shift and to dance with the 
ambiguity rather than fi x it in one or another non-fungible grid of iden-
tities and meanings. Play, as Winnicott reminds us, rests on trust, and 
trust is, of course, precisely this ability to accept change and the change-
able nature of categories, prescriptions, and realities without demanding 
the guarantee of the immutable.   50    Living in time requires us to play—to 
substitute word for thing, wine for blood, ram for beloved son, liturgy for 
spectacle, icon for idea, symbol for reality. 

 We suggest that this “playing” with the shifting nature of boundaries—
but never totally dissolving them—forms the root of social empathy as well. 
Empathy rests on some elision of self, on some renunciation of ego’s cen-
tral place in its own symbolic universe. Only this allows us, following Word-
sworth, to fi nd “the familiar in the unfamiliar”—in what is, in the end, an 
act of creative play.   51    The workings of social empathy and trust  illustrate 
mid-level meaning—that of analogy—as we described in  chapter  1  . We can 
draw analogies in social aff ect as much as in poetry. We are suggesting that 
an ability to move between self and world, inside and outside, the boundary 
and its fi eld, renunciation and expectation, is critical to the possibility of 
social communication. Such moves educate us toward empathy, because 
they rest on a decentered self, and on an ability to generalize beyond one’s 
own experiences. For this to take place, boundaries must be less than strict 
and must be fully discriminative. 

 Iterated activity may provide an important learning tool for negotiating 
boundaries and their fi elds, and thus for empathy. Empathy occurs 
through learned patterns or rhythms of behavior. It does not involve the 
denial of boundaries or any ideal of freedom from limits or constraints. 
Instead, it suggests a move across boundaries and the creative possibility 
of reframing them. All of this implies that a simple, dichotomizing idea of 
the boundary is inadequate. We need, in addition, to realize the benefi ts 
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(and challenges) of a highly fractal, complex, porous—even ornamented—
idea of boundaries. 

 We take boundaries to be “given” in any situation, to be authoritative. 
The given defi nes the fi eld of our vision, including our innovative and revo-
lutionary visions, that is to say, our visions of change. Boundaries, the ori-
gins of our categories, always come to us from the past. The ground of our 
existence is thus the assumed reality that provides the boundaries in and 
through which we experience the world; language is an obvious example. 
This historical characteristic of boundaries makes memory central to the 
continual symbolic diff erentiation of reality. 

 Existence in time implies the new as well as the old, the future as well 
as the past. Yet the future can bring new frames, just as the stranger can. 
It can also reorder the contents or patterns of the frames. It can, in Greg-
ory Bateson’s terms, turn existing frames into muddles. The future carries 
a risk. This is the risk of love as well. The future represents the possibility 
for creativity, for change, and for adaptation, as well as the risk of disaster. 
Either way involves breaking apart and reordering what is already framed 
in one particular pattern or set of patterns. The very openness of the future 
thus carries the potential to question existing categories and the bound-
aries through which we construct them. Though given, boundaries are 
never completely uncontested and the inherent open-ended nature of this 
contestation makes boundary work an endless project, part of the con-
tinuing human enterprise. 

 To some extent, the integration of existing boundaries with future possi-
bilities is the boundary work of each generation, even if sometimes accom-
plished with a good deal of tragedy, pain, and suff ering. In a sense, it is also 
the work of each and every individual. This work fi lters the dialectic of past 
and future through two contradictory impulses: on the one hand, the impulse 
to absolutize existing boundaries; and on the other, to overcome the con-
straints of all boundaries. The fi rst impulse grows most often from an orien-
tation to the past; the second most often comes with a more future-directed 
orientation (sometimes expressed in revolutionary or, among the religious, 
millennial, messianic, or eschatological thought). Trying to integrate past 
and future without the risk of boundary work requires some process of abso-
lutization, of freezing existing boundaries, or of denying them completely. 
Yet this dissolves boundaries into absolute totalities or absolute negations. 
Both overcome and so deny their very quality as boundaries. 

 This presents us with a conundrum. Boundaries, which make possible 
our cognitive capacity and fundamental processes of ordering, must also 
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have some degree of porousness, some lability, in order to continue to 
exist and fulfi ll that constitutive role in a future that will inevitably chal-
lenge them. How to do this without either erasing the ambiguous or dis-
ambiguating by the endless creation of new categories (a truly Sisyphean 
task) is a continual challenge. Notation is not enough.    

  Living with Ambiguity   

 Thus far, we have been arguing that the anxious dialectic between nota-
tion and ambiguity characterizes all human thought and social life. Mod-
ern state bureaucracies have developed notation to a truly astonishing 
degree, but the process of category defi nition is fundamental to being 
human. At the same time, we have tried to show that no system of cate-
gories can ever be adequate to the complexities and ambiguities of actual 
experience. 

 Notation, however, is not the only way in which we can deal with the 
problem of how to set boundaries on a fl ow that has no fi rm boundaries of 
its own. We began with notation because it seems so dominant at fi rst 
glance. Notation, after all, is not merely the stuff  of bureaucrats and 
lawyers, but has become the preeminent model through which we con-
struct knowledge. It shapes, for example, the process of professionaliza-
tion in fi elds ranging from urban planning to medicine. In each of these 
cases, practitioners have the job of coming up with solutions to problems 
that are unique to one particular context and one particular time (an ailing 
body, a design for a new highway). They attempt to do this, however, 
through the application of abstracted rules and principles. As Donald 
Schön has shown, the attempt to notate fi elds like this has been riddled 
with problems.   52    

 No one is more wed to the processes and goals of notation than aca-
demics like us. Notation is the means and the end of much social science. 
We clarify and defi ne terms, classify and correlate behaviors, and identify 
underlying rules. We look for generalizations that work regardless of con-
text. We write for a living: we notate. While we have argued that no humans 
can avoid notation, we also live in a world that values this particular form 
of boundary construction to an extraordinary degree. 

 The process that we have called notation works by clarifying bound-
aries and separating categories. In this mode, the inevitable ambiguities, 
as we have argued, can only be dealt with through taboos and censorship 
or through creating ever more categories. Boundaries, however, need not 
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always work as impermeable containers around categories, like the lead 
shield around uranium to prevent radioactive pollution or the Great Wall 
of China to keep the barbarians out. Boundaries of some sort are inevi-
table, but they can work in very diff erent ways. 

 In the remainder of this book, we will explore two primary mecha-
nisms beyond notation. In each case, we are interested in ways of concep-
tualizing boundaries that allow more freedom of interaction with the 
underlying ambiguities, that insist less on excluding the middle, and that 
reject the uncrossable absolutes of notational boundaries. In spite of the 
obvious ironies of off ering alternatives to notational thought in such a 
highly notated form, we present a very brief summary of some of the 
forms of action we have in mind in  table  2.1  .    

 The fi rst line on the table refers to the processes of notation that we 
have been discussing and that have so dominated the ways that we have 
thought about knowledge since the Enlightenment. The key point, as we 
see it, is the impenetrability of such boundaries, which attempts to keep 
categories pure without having to cede any ground to ambiguity. The only 
feature of  table  2.1   that we have not discussed for notation is “form of 
rhythm.” What we mean, in brief, is how each way of parsing boundaries 
relates to the fl ow of experience—to time. The reason that we have not yet 
had much to say about this is that notation tends to nullify time. From the 
“self-evident” truths of the American Declaration of Independence to the 
laws of physics, notated knowledge generally exists outside the fl ux of 
time. The process of abstraction itself dehistoricizes; it is atemporal and 
trans-historical. 

 We will develop these points about time and rhythm, however, much 
more in the chapters that follow. Those chapters extend the ideas sug-
gested by the rest of  table  2.1  .  Chapter  3   takes up what we are calling the 
“ritual” mode. A great deal of the literature on ritual emphasizes its 

     Table 2.1     Three Approaches to Boundaries and Ambiguity           

    Way of Parsing 

Ambiguity  

 Quality of Boundary  Example of Action  Form of Rhythm     

  notation   impermeable  law  none   

  ritual   crossed  ritual/rhetoric  meter   

  shared experience   mosaic, fuzzy  negotiation  pulse   
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creation of boundaries. We agree, but also draw attention to the way in 
which ritual always crosses boundaries at the same time. Rituals create 
a kind of subjunctive and temporary world in a way not so diff erent from 
theater. The ritual worlds of the Roman Catholic Mass, Muslim daily 
prayer, or the Chinese off ering of incense are examples of such subjunc-
tives.   53    These worlds must always be entered and exited, that is, the 
boundaries of the ritual event itself must always be crossed. If we con-
sider notation to be something like standard locutionary acts, like state-
ments of fact, then ritual is more like metaphor, which always crosses 
between categories. 

 Ritual also relates to time quite diff erently from notation. Rituals 
repeat. Many do this rhythmically, that is, their repetition is predictable in 
time—birthdays, annual holidays, weekly services. One could even say 
that they create time in the sense of defi ning a shared social convention to 
understand its fl ows. In so doing, they also create a sense of shared pasts 
and futures, which is so critical to feelings of community. This 
 conventionalized structuring of time is what we mean by meter. Time 
fl ows in an alteration of ritual moments and non-ritual moments, one 
kind of subjunctive universe and another. 

 The fi nal row of  table  2.1   points to yet another way of dealing with am-
biguity, through pragmatic negotiation across boundaries. Here we mean 
deeply contextual understandings where the rationalization of boundaries 
fades to unimportance and the edge between A and not-A can be fuzzy, 
fractal, or mosaic. Diff erences here are not the stuff  of clear boundaries, or 
even the crossed boundaries of ritual, but rather something that can be 
negotiated ad hoc at each meeting. There is still repetition, still a struc-
turing of time, but it grows more organically from people interacting with 
each other—the variable pulse of beating hearts or breaking waves rather 
than the conventional one of the clock. 

 The chapters that follow work through this quick and elliptical sum-
mary in much more concrete detail, but it is worth recalling that much 
more is at stake than our own notation of a classifi cation scheme. In the 
end, we hope to understand what allows us to live together in spite of the 
diff erences that separate every one of us. How we create empathy or 
trust between one individual and the next is ultimately a story of how we 
create and negotiate across boundaries. Understanding the possibility of 
boundary negotiation between parents and children is just as diffi  cult 
and important as that between utter strangers. This problem of empathy 
also underlies the pressing issues of how to live in a truly plural society, 
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one that accepts diff erences and lives with them. In places where Chris-
tians, Jews, and Muslims live together, for example, we can often see all 
three ways of dealing with boundaries. Sometimes people notate the 
legal rights of each group, as in Lebanon’s carefully titrated system of 
religious  representation in government. Sometimes rituals allow bound-
aries to be crossed in various ways, for instance by sharing in each oth-
er’s rituals. This was true, for instance, in parts of the Hellenistic world, 
in Crete between Orthodox Christians and Muslims before the demise of 
the Ottoman Empire, and between Jews and Muslims in North Africa 
who worshipped at the same saints’ tombs until the middle of the twen-
tieth century. Sometimes, instead, we see new ritual forms, like national 
days created by the modern nation-state. And sometimes people just 
build a hospital together, because they need it. They interact, at least at 
that time, just as people and not as identities. 

 These thoughts on the limits to notation lead to our second interlude, 
which explores the duality of boundaries as illustrated in ancient Israelite 
texts on ritual purity and in Chinese understandings of the power of the 
center and its margins. Both examples show how two old civilizations—
not surprisingly, both with strong ritualist orientations—viewed bound-
aries. Ritual, as we shall argue in  chapter  3  , plays with boundaries in 
myriad creative ways. Rather than construct impermeable boundaries 
along the lines of pure notation, it recognizes both the existence of bound-
aries and the fact that they can be crossed. Its boundaries are empowered 
no less than its center. The margins point both outward and inward, 
toward the power of the center, but also to the outlying fi elds of meaning 
beyond its purview. 

 In the following interlude, however, our main concern is to use the 
example of the ancient Israelites and the imperial-era Chinese to elaborate 
our claims so far: fi rst, that boundary creation is vital and unavoidable as 
we deal with the inherent ambiguities of human life; and second, that any 
set of boundaries is inherently problematic. No boundaries, no matter 
how elaborate, can eliminate ambiguity. Ambiguity remains with us, no 
matter how hard we try to defi ne it out of the system, whether through the 
rules of ritual purity or of power’s purview.   
     



         Interlude:  The Israelite Red Heifer 
and the Edge of Power in China     

 M U C H  A N T H R O P O L O G I C A L  T H E O R Y  has claimed that systems of 
ritual purity are unequivocal modes of maintaining the moral boundaries 
of community.   1    Both our cases illustrate the importance of this process, 
but they also show just how impossible any purely binary or totalizing 
reading of boundaries will be. The ancient Israelite ritual of the Red 
Heifer (whose ashes purifi ed those contaminated by contact with the 
dead during the Temple period) deals with the contagion of death, the 
pollution occasioned by contact with dead bodies. In spite of its crucial 
role in marking the apparently clear and culturally vital binary distinction 
between pure and impure, the Red Heifer as expressed in the Biblical 
description of the ritual, as well as in later Rabbinic writings, neverthe-
less shows how boundaries are multivocal and labile, with a good deal of 
passage between center and periphery, purity and impurity, knowledge 
and the unknown, ordered meaning and the chaos of death. The Chinese 
case deals with a very diff erent realm of boundary creation, that of the 
physical and cognitive structure of the empire itself, maintained through 
a system of clearly demarcated and hierarchically organized units that 
achieves expression through the fl ow of power from the emperor and his 
offi  cials in politics, but also in many other realms, from temples to food. 
Yet even this system, refi ned and elaborated through more than two 
 millennia of imperial rule, gave way at the edges of its categories to a 
fundamentally diff erent image of a power that rose instead from the 
boundaries of the system. 

 While the idea may be counterintuitive to modern geometrical sensi-
bilities, we see the duality of boundaries to be found in both cases as nei-
ther an oversight nor a failure of rationalization, but instead as a recognition 
of some fundamental limits and lacunae in the art of ordering itself.    
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  The Red Heifer   

 The entire Rabbinic system of commandments or obligations involves a 
dualism that clarifi es the place of ambiguity in the rite of the Red Heifer. 
The Jewish tradition recognizes a bifurcation of its theoretical and experi-
ential aspects and has, from the earliest Rabbinic writings, posited both 
the rational and the irrational (or more closely to the emic formulation, 
the “knowable” and the “unknowable”) as equally valid sources and 
 components of Jewish practice. This dualism is best represented in the 
concepts of  mishpatim  and  chukim— laws and ordinances. Both are God’s 
word, yet only the fi rst are given to rational conceptualization, akin  perhaps 
to natural law in the transparency of their rationale. The second set of 
commandments, the  chukim , is not accessible to our understanding. Jews 
are equally commanded to obey both forms, regardless of whether they 
are amenable to the workings of human reason. 

 Within Rabbinic literature, the example par excellence of a command-
ment that cannot be understood rationally is the law of the Red Heifer, the 
Parah Adumah. The ritual of the Red Heifer, whose burned ashes, when 
mixed with water and fragrant woods and spices, would purify those con-
taminated by contact with the dead, is thus understood as the paradigm of 
all of God’s commandments whose reasoning escapes us. Even King Solo-
mon, whose wisdom was greater than all other humans, could not fathom 
the meaning of the Red Heifer. 

 In the Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Yoma (67b) lists those  chukim  not 
given to ratiocination, and then rhetorically asks if these are therefore acts 
of absurdity ( tohu ), of formlessness, and so devoid of all meaning. The 
answer is that God enacted them, and so they cannot be questioned. While 
Kierkegaard would no doubt have been pleased, we cannot help but note 
the authorial or editorial distress which sees the abyss that opens when 
meaning is absent and the limits of human reason reached. Nothing can 
be done, however: the system of human reason off ers no way to  understand 
these  chukim . Only the Divine has such understanding, and it lies beyond 
all systems of order and reasoning open to mankind. 

 This suspension of meaning, even of the search for meaning, reso-
nates with what we saw in the story of Job above. It raises interesting 
issues from the paradoxes of negative theology to the more emically Jew-
ish discussions of  ta’ame hamitzvot  (the reasons for commandments—a 
pursuit alternatively prohibited or encouraged by diff erent voices within 
the Jewish tradition). Our interest here, however, is in the way this 
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projection of meaning to what is beyond human reason(s) leaves us with 
an ambiguous reading of categories and their boundaries. We begin 
here with the textual basis for the ritual of Parah Adumah, laid out in 
Numbers 19:1–13. 

   The Lord spoke to Moses and Aaron, saying: This is the ritual law 
that the Lord has commanded: Instruct the Israelite people to bring 
you a red cow without blemish, in which there is no defect and on 
which no yoke has been laid. You shall give it to Eleazar the priest. 
It shall be taken outside the camp and slaughtered in his presence. 
Eleazar the priest shall take some of its blood with his fi nger and 
sprinkle it seven times towards the front of the Tent of Meeting. 
The cow shall be burned in his sight—its hide, fl esh and blood shall 
be burned, its dung included—and the priest shall take cedar wood, 
hyssop, and crimson stuff , and throw them into the fi re consuming 
the cow. The priest shall wash his garments and bathe his body in 
water, after that the priest may reenter the camp, but he shall be 
unclean until evening. He who performed the burning shall also 
wash his garments in water, bathe his body in water and be unclean 
until evening. A man who is clean shall gather up the ashes of the 
cow and deposit them outside the camp in a clean place, to be kept 
for water of lustration for the Israelite community. It is for cleansing. 
He who gathers up the ashes of the cow shall also wash his clothes 
and be unclean until evening. 

 This shall be a permanent law for the Israelites and for the 
strangers who reside among you. 

 He who touches the corpse of any human being shall be unclean 
for seven days. He shall cleanse himself with it on the third day and 
on the seventh day, and then be clean; if he fails to cleanse himself 
on the third and seventh days, he shall not be clean. Whoever 
touches a corpse, the body of a person who has died, and does not 
cleanse himself, defi les the Lord’s Tabernacle; that person shall be 
cut off  from Israel. Since the water of lustration was not dashed on 
him, he remains unclean, his uncleanness is still upon him.   2    

   Jewish tradition recounts the preparation of nine Red Heifers from the 
time of Moses until the destruction of the Temple (the tenth will be pre-
pared in the time of Messiah) and the rules and regulations surrounding 
the preparation of a Red Heifer are treated in the Talmud, Tractate Para.   3    
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 A preliminary understanding of this rite would be to see the sprinkling 
of the blood in the direction of the Sanctuary as a dedicatory act. Death, as 
chaos, threatens to undermine order and structure. The Sanctuary and the 
entire wilderness encampment construct an order in the face of looming 
chaos: they represent a return to Creation, to Eden. The ashes of the cow 
have been aligned with the sanctity of the Holy of Holies, the place where 
the glory of God—the source of life—is to be found. The  hazayah  (sprin-
kling) in the direction of the Sanctuary thus preempts the threat of death 
by generating a substance with the restorative powers of the source, the 
Holy of Holies. The ashes are forever charged with the powers of renewal 
and restoration. Yet, they are stored outside the encampment, so that the 
person who has brushed with death and its threat of looming chaos may 
still have secure access to the restorative powers of the core without him-
self endangering the system by bringing death into direct contact with the 
Holy of Holies. When the time comes and death disrupts order, the 
 restorative substance has already been prepared and is available.   4    

 The rite of the Red Heifer preempts the threat temporarily, by being 
prepared prior to, and in anticipation of, any actual death. It preempts 
death spatially, by being prepared outside the camp, yet in a way that ori-
ents it and links it with the core, the Holy of Holies. And it preempts it also 
by being prepared by the high priest’s representative—in the biblical ac-
count, by Eleazar, the son of Aaron. Aaron the high priest cannot leave the 
Tabernacle precincts (Lev.), so his son performs the rite for him. The ritual 
tames death’s threat—the breakdown of order and eruption of chaos—by 
acknowledging it, anticipating it, and preparing for it ahead of time. It 
establishes an apparently clear mechanism to separate the pure from the 
impure, the living from the dead, in spite of death’s threat to those very 
boundaries. 

 Note, however, a series of paradoxes that characterize the ritual of the 
Red Heifer. The most obvious one is that while the burned ashes of the 
Red Heifer bestow purity, the actual engagement in preparing them ren-
ders one impure. This has been the subject of both Rabbinic and scholarly 
debate and will not immediately concern us.   5    This duality, however, seems 
related to the unique understanding of death in Jewish ritual law: while 
physical contact with the dead renders one impure, the dead themselves 
are—at least in one midrashic understanding—not impure!   6    Purity and 
impurity apparently matter only among the living. Meaning-giving cate-
gories hold power only in the conditions of life. This paradox suggests that 
death is so devoid of meaning that the categories of meaning—including 
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those of purity and impurity—hold no sway. What lies beyond the system 
of purity and impurity—death—is not their negation, but only something 
totally other to it. 

 The second paradox of the Red Heifer is that it is clearly an act of sanc-
tifi cation, as expressed in the sprinkling of the blood toward the Temple, 
even though the animal is slaughtered and burned outside the Temple 
precincts. In all other sacrifi ces, the blood of the sacrifi cial animal is 
sprinkled on the altar. Sacrifi ce in Judaism always takes place within the 
Temple precincts, yet here the slaughter of the Red Heifer is beyond the 
Temple perimeter. On one level, then, it appears not to be a sacrifi ce. 
Nevertheless, the very act of sprinkling and the purifi cation involved, the 
very nomenclature used—“a purifi cation from sin”—do create some 
 relation to the class of off erings that we know as sacrifi ces. It both is and 
is not a sacrifi ce. 

 Connected to this paradoxical state, the Red Heifer, including its 
ashes, is subject to  me’ilah  (sacrilege), a category that would not apply to 
the ashes of a regular sin off ering.   7    In spite of the resemblance to sin of-
ferings, this rite does not take place inside the Temple and, critically, does 
not need the type of verbalized intentionality (of designating a specifi c 
sacrifi cial victim) that sin off erings require. Here again, the Parah 
Adumah seems to be a liminal substance par excellence—it purifi es but 
renders impure; it is burned outside the Temple and hence cannot really 
be a sacrifi ce, but its blood is sprinkled in the direction of the Temple in 
an act of sanctifi cation; it is subject to  me’ilah  as a sacrifi ce, yet it does not 
call for the intentionality of sacrifi cial rites. All this is not surprising, 
given the purpose of the Parah Adumah to purify from death, from 
 contact with that which is beyond all order, from that which threatens 
existence and its ordered categories. Death ultimately challenges our 
 categories of order, and confutes all our plans and reasons. It questions 
human existence—indeed, challenges existence itself. Perhaps we should 
not be surprised that paradoxes crop up as this rite attempts to move 
between the forces of death and life—to reintegrate those who have 
brought the realm of the dead into quotidian social existence through 
physical contact. Recall the Jewish understanding noted above, that death 
is so far beyond the living categories of order that the dead themselves are 
not impure, even though death renders those who come into contact with 
a corpse impure. The dead are simply beyond. The boundary between life 
and death, seemingly as stark and absolute as any boundary can be, here 
looks complex and contradictory.    
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  The Powers of Center and Edge in China   

 The ambiguity that inheres to our concepts of order holds even for such 
fundamental categories as space or self. We always realize that something 
else lies beyond—both an absence of whatever constitutes the category 
and a presence of something beyond. Beyond purity lies impurity, but 
beyond both purity and impurity lies the abyss. The boundaries of the fi rst 
generate ambiguity, and the boundaries of the second generate chaos. 
While it might be possible to argue for many conceptions of space and 
power in Chinese history, we highlight here one dominant understanding 
of place-based power and the challenge that it constantly faced from a 
second form of power that came from beyond and inside its edges. Both 
images of power, as we will discuss, envision ways of interacting across 
boundaries. Diff erent as the sources of power are in these two concep-
tions, they are inseparable from each other, with each implying an opening 
for the other. 

 The most obvious way to think about space, power, and boundary in 
late imperial China is through political hierarchy. The boundaries of the 
administrative system defi ned one aspect of this. Discrete bureaucratic 
units began at the level of the county (or sub-county in some cases), and 
worked their way up a nested hierarchy through prefectures and provinces 
to the level of the empire. Each level had its own administrative city with 
its own offi  cials and appropriate rituals. Chinese sometimes referred 
 metaphorically to bringing new lands into the empire, which they often 
thought of as a process of civilization, as the drawing of administrative 
boundaries. Classifying space into political order was thus a fundamental 
property of civilization. 

 This system in practice was not quite as neat as it sounds, however. 
First, as G. William Skinner pointed out, economic and social ties in many 
cases cross-cut political boundaries.   8    The resulting hierarchies often did 
not nest neatly, because unlike the administrative system, people could 
visit markets at more than one center. Second, the hierarchy grew fuzzier 
at the edges instead of coming to a clean break. Throughout much of the 
southwest, for example, the Chinese state appointed local chieftains to 
govern, without creating the normal administrative hierarchy. This is con-
sistent with the image of China as an empire where civilization emanated 
from the center and receded toward the edges. It diff ers to an extent from 
the bureaucratic image of offi  cials in a nested hierarchy, but is consistent 
with the idea of an emperor as the charismatic Son of Heaven. 
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 While the emperor headed the entire bureaucratic structure of offi  -
cials, he also stood outside it in some ways. Unlike all the offi  cials below 
him, his power did not extend from offi  ce, but directly from the Mandate 
of Heaven. In this, the emperor resembled the Balinese kings that Cliff ord 
Geertz described. Geertz wrote about an image of the “exemplary center” 
where power declined out from its central source in many diff erent aspects 
of social life.   9    The ruler was like a source of illumination for all around 
him, but with an effi  cacy that declined gradually to the utter darkness that 
surrounded his light. Chinese writers sometimes described this as a series 
of declining tribute zones with ever weaker ties to the center.   10    

 In China, power could be approached but never reached—a receding 
center as well as an exemplary one. This appeared, for instance, in the 
architecture of the Forbidden City. Rather than fi lling space with an enor-
mous building, like many European palaces, a visitor who passed through 
the Tian’an Gate into the Forbidden City saw a vast expanse of space (now 
mostly empty but then normally fi lled with soldiers and buzzing bureau-
crats), apparently focused on the seat of power in a small building far 
ahead. On reaching the building, however, it was typical to fi nd that the 
emperor was not there. High-ranking visitors might proceed through the 
building, only to be faced again with a vast space and another building far 
ahead. The same vista might be repeated again on passing through the 
second building. The ultimate power always receded into the distance. A 
similar trope reappears in other contexts, as in the stories of the truly great 
martial arts masters hidden deep in the mountains or of Daoist immortals 
similarly always just out of reach. 

 Many of the same images of central power appear again, refracted 
through the lens of local religion. Like offi  cials, most gods rule a territory, 
typically defi ned through periodic temple rituals where parading deities 
mark the boundaries of their realms. Most of the time, however, their 
power emanates from central points marked by their temples, and from 
the wooden images installed there. While visitors can see the god’s image 
sitting on its altar (unlike the emperor on his throne, for most people), the 
altar itself can usually not be approached directly. A bit like the Forbidden 
City, larger temples may also be arranged so that visitors have to pass 
through at least one building, with its own altar, in order to approach the 
main altar in a “rear palace” ( houdian ). Particularly ornate temples 
 reinforce the receding center again through their ornament, which can 
fractally diminish into ever fi ner and more remote carvings as one looks 
into far recesses and distant ceilings. 
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 This kind of power, which radiated down from a receding center, was 
commonplace. Big landlords and wealthy elites occupied a similar posi-
tion to gods or the emperor, in their smaller ways. Much about local expe-
rience meshed with the idea of separate units under the control of a 
higher authority: branches of a lineage, tenants of a landlord, levels of a 
marketing system, or territories of neighborhood or village earth gods 
within the broader territory of a more important deity. We see it even in 
the cultural value granted to the foods most closely associated with this 
form of power—the products of the great rice paddies of the south or the 
wheat fi elds of the north. Southerners often claim that they can never get 
full without some rice at a meal; people in the northwest may say the 
same thing about steamed wheat bread ( mantou ). These products of 
lineage and land, handed down from ancestors (the kinship parallel to 
gods, political offi  cials, or local landlords in this image), and of local 
systems of economic control formed the central core of any meal, to be 
surrounded by tasty but ultimately optional side dishes, like decorations 
around a sturdy building.   11    Note that in this Chinese construction of cat-
egories, the defi nition of the center is more crucial than specifying pre-
cisely the placement of the boundary. Civilization in much imperial 
Chinese thought consisted of centers that faded toward margins. The 
largest center was China itself (the “central country”) with a fading to 
barbarity beyond the extent of its power. This repeated at ever smaller 
scales and in regimes well beyond politics. It was reproduced as valleys 
rose into less governed mountains, as the god’s control over his or her 
territory faded or was challenged by demonic forces, and even as rice was 
surrounded by side dishes. 

 Taiwanese funerals make symbolic use of rice in ways that are com-
pletely consistent with this. According to Stuart Thompson’s analysis, 
grains of rice represent the continuity of the patrilineage, the prototypical 
unit of the offi  cially sanctioned image of space and power.   12    The key 
 symbolic contrast at funerals is with pork, which represents the imperma-
nence of ties through women and other aspects of the person that the fu-
neral strips away in favor of the purity of the lineage. The geomancer at 
the site of the new grave will reinforce the imagery by scattering raw rice 
and other grains mixed with nails and coins—all objects of hard 
 permanence, and all symbolizing the wealth and eternity desired for the 
lineage.   13    Like the bones of the body, which will be preserved long after the 
fl esh is gone, the rice is meant to last forever, both as symbolic object and 
as material resource for future generations. 
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 This was in a sense the goal of this entire structure of notation. The 
exemplary center, with its ability to create benefi ts by exerting its power, 
was far more than just an ideology of imperial rule. It was an entire cos-
mology. Nevertheless, notation is never complete. The Chinese hierarchy 
of centers never had a monopoly on power, or even on the imagination of 
power, and we turn now to its limits. 

 States have a hard time climbing hills, as James Scott pointed out.   14    He 
meant that the processes of census and surveillance, which are critical to 
the maintenance of state power, become increasingly more diffi  cult as the 
terrain becomes harsher and the costs of control begin to outweigh the 
benefi ts. In a place like China, this meant that the power of the center 
reached its limits at both the external and internal borders of the empire—
in the hills of internal Hunan or Fujian as much as at the political edges. 
These borders typically diff ered signifi cantly from the rich valleys that 
defi ned the prototypical center. They were often ethnically diverse, with a 
strong presence of non-Han groups. Economically, they did not grow the 
classic staples of rice or wheat, but instead produced locally consumed 
staples, like corn or potatoes after the introduction of New World crops, or 
specialized commercial hill crops like indigo dye, Chinese medicines, 
charcoal, or opium. 

 From the point of view of the receding center, such areas indicated a 
descent into barbarity. They were often not literate in Chinese and were 
not always within the political jurisdiction of counties and prefectures. 
Many had a gender division of labor and status that center-based elites 
found improper, and some lacked patrilineages, another basic marker of 
civilization.   15    From within the image of the empowered center, such places 
appeared to lapse into savagery and insignifi cance. In practice, however, 
they had a power of their own. Nomadic groups to the north of China con-
stantly harassed across the Great Wall (except, of course, when they consti-
tuted a conquering dynasty), and southern mountain dwellers were a 
menace to travelers. The weak state control over both external and internal 
borderlands made them into breeding grounds for bandits and rebels, 
from the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom to the Communists in modern times. 

 Even more than the threat of violence, however, such regions also 
provided a power of the imaginary. Images of southern minorities, for 
example, granted them a wide range of powers that had nothing to do 
with the possibility of violence in an area of weak central control. Their 
women were often seen as sexually alluring and powerful. Currently pop-
ular forms of tourism based on visits to experience the staged lives of 
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minorities are inseparable from sex, either directly as prostitution or in-
directly through song and drinking shows that are mainstays for tour 
groups. Seen from the Confucian center, this was just a further  indication 
of improper gender roles, but it was the very people of the grain-growing 
central valleys who found this power irresistible. 

 We can see this again in a kind of magical power ascribed to these 
 minorities. To some extent, this may have been part of an association 
between “savage” groups and the powerful mountain landscapes in which 
they lived. So-called “Miao Albums” (which depicted all kinds of southern 
minorities, not just the modern Miao) often showed the men almost as 
forest creatures—hair cropped short (unlike Confucian men but like 
 animals), almost naked on top and wearing a sort of animal-skin skirt. In 
the mountains of Guangxi in the middle of the nineteenth century, for 
example, locals of all ethnicities often turned to Yao religious specialists 
and worshipped at temples with Yao origins.   16    In Taiwan, Gary Seaman 
shows how local Han in the Puli region would turn to minority specialists 
when they needed powerful black magic performed for them. Indeed, the 
“raw” groups of Taiwan’s mountains were seen as holding all these kinds 
of power: they could perform sorcery, their women still constitute a dis-
proportionate percentage of Taiwan’s prostitutes, and they were feared for 
their prowess in taking heads until the Japanese pacifi cation. 

 Note that this power from beyond the boundary exists in the center 
every bit as much as at the edges. The Qing dynasty travel literature that 
described exotic savages was consumed primarily in the center, of course.   17    
Modern ethnic tourism also caters primarily to people from the wealthy 
cities of the east coast. We also see the power of the boundaries directly in 
the central cities, with phenomena like the “fl oating” population of 
migrants who come, often illegally, to take advantage of the booming 
economy. Blamed for nearly every sort of social ill, these migrants share in 
the imagined power of the boundary, even though they often stem from 
poor areas of the plains and live in the core cities. The combined power 
and threat of beggars was another indicator of the boundary as it intruded 
directly into the center. 

 The empowered boundary is just as much cognitive as it is geograph-
ical. In the spiritual realm, for example, we fi nd great power associated 
with liminal categories (as in so much of the world). The unincorporated 
dead loom particularly large in China. These are the nameless ghosts 
whom no one worships as either ancestor or god. Unless propitiated at 
annual rites or in roadside shrines, ghosts have the potential to wreak 
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havoc with our lives, causing sickness and death. We also have semi- 
natural spirits like fox fairies, whose crimes range from mischief to mur-
der. Iconographically, ghosts often take two quite diff erent forms. First, 
like fox fairies, they can be beautiful creatures with deadly powers to 
seduce. The other important image is of the miserable creature of the 
underworld. Each of these images posits powerful beings at the border 
between nature and (Confucian) culture. 

 We can see the imagined power of the cognitive edge in food as well. 
Rice or wheat may have symbolized the satiating power of the center, but 
all of the most extraordinary foods came from the margins. Nearly every 
highly valued food came from either the cognitive or the geographical 
 periphery, and many came from both. Rare dishes for banquets and 
 medically effi  cacious foods nearly always drew their power from the 
boundary. Standard banquet foods like bird’s nests, shark’s fi ns, or bear’s 
paws came from distant and exotic places, as did important medicines like 
deer antlers or rhinoceros horn. 

 Perhaps the most famous recently has been  yartsa , the Tibetan 
 caterpillar-fungus. In Chinese it is called “winter insect summer grass” 
( dongchong xiacao ), and people usually describe it as a caterpillar in winter 
and a sprout of grass in summer. In fact, it is a larva that has been parasit-
ized by a fungus, which devours the insect while it hibernates under-
ground over the winter, and sends up a fungal sprout in the spring. Dead 
and alive, animal and vegetable, the yartsa is a classic liminal object, fi lled 
with the power of the cognitive and physical edge. 

 These power-foods are just the extreme case of the standard distinction 
in Chinese food between the main dish, the rice or grain that forms the 
heart of the meal, and side dishes, the meat and vegetables that add taste 
and interest. Most side dishes in practice, of course, came from the same 
fertile valleys that produced the wheat and rice. The really empowering 
foods (in both prestige and medical effi  cacy), however, came from the mar-
gins. This contrast recurred in the funeral symbolism that we have already 
mentioned, where rice represented the continuity of the lineage and pork—
a luxurious but not particularly exotic side dish in a peasant economy—
represented transient ties traced through women. As Thompson writes, 
“While rice is ‘substance shared’ by members of a family, pork is very much 
‘substance given,’ for it is prototypically the foodstuff  for exchange and 
reciprocity between families—it is the primary banquet food.”   18    

 In fact, this argument could extend even to cover the power of women 
themselves. As in many patrilineal societies, China tended to off er two 
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quite diff erent images of women, who were both threats to lineage soli-
darity and necessary to lineage reproduction. The fi rst, consistent with 
the view from the Confucian center, subordinated women completely to 
the lineage (fi rst to her father, then to her husband, and then to her son, 
in the common formulation) and valued them as nurturing mothers to 
the patriline. The second, refl ecting the power of the edge, saw women 
instead as a threat to lineage independence because they brought in ties 
to outsiders and because their sexuality threatened to undermine the 
system. Thus in the Chinese spirit world we get both virginal nurturers 
like Guanyin or Mazu and sexual killers like fox fairies. 

 In this sense, the ambiguities and threats from the boundary existed 
everywhere, not just at the geographical margin. By the same token, the 
idea of the center could be just as crucial, even for those in the mountains. 
Both images of power are pieces of the Han imaginary, rather than some-
thing that necessarily represented the actual situation of people in specifi c 
places. Both forms of power were around all the time, in gender relations, 
funeral symbolism, beggars on the street, and even at the dinner table. 
The self both defi nes and threatens the other, just as the other defi nes and 
threatens the self. That is, the idea of a power of the center already implies 
the power of what lies beyond; the apparent clarity of simple political 
boundaries hides a far more complex understanding of the ambiguities 
that lie between self and other. The notational system based on a central-
ized hierarchy created its own form of counter-power, making room for 
the acceptance of a wide set of ambiguities.    

  Conclusion   

 In both of our examples, we can see the beyond that lies at the root of all 
ambiguity. This is the beyond that cannot be ordered or contained, cannot 
be framed or bounded. In  The Bacchae  we see it in the forces around 
Dionysus, and in the book of Job in the problem of theodicy. For the Isra-
elites it was in death itself, the situation that is beyond any categorization 
such as “pure” and “impure.” In China it is found in the empowered 
margins that cannot (and need not) be brought into the center. No abstract 
system of order which posits impermeable boundaries between its en-
tities can account for it. The edges of the beyond can, however, be pré-
cised and crossed in the practices of ritual and the negotiations of practice 
across many diff erent civilizations—as we have seen in Jewish rituals of 
purifi cation and Chinese conceptions of power. The fractal nature of 
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boundaries appears in any repetitive system like ritual prayer, or like 
 ornament in music or in architecture, which—in their very repetition—
recognize the insuffi  ciency and inadequacy of their own orders. Such an 
understanding of boundaries points to the myriad ways that multiplicity 
itself (including pluralism) rests on ambiguity. 

 Systems that make claims to transcendent meaning and cosmic order, 
as both the Jewish and Chinese examples did in their very diff erent ways, 
also show an openness and a certain cognitive lability and refl exivity. In 
the Chinese case, the power of the margins constantly infl icted and 
infl ected the imperially sanctioned power exercised through nested and 
clearly demarcated hierarchy. This was not just the problem that real 
power waned at the edges of the empire, because the margins were as 
much cognitive as geographical, and thus internal to the thinking of 
people across the empire. There was no escape from the thing beyond the 
edge. In the Jewish case, too, we fi nd that the very price of theodicy is that 
true knowledge belongs to God alone, and so we are left at some level with 
perpetual uncertainty. Human reason is but a poor tool, a fragile reed that 
cannot in the end know the ways of God or even, as we shall see, the true 
meaning of our own religious acts. Both cases remind us that unknow-
ability and uncontrollability lie at the very heart of the project of knowing 
and controlling through the production of categories and the construction 
of boundaries.     
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 Ritual and the Rhythms 
of Ambiguity     

 W E  U N D E R S T A N D  “ R I T U A L ”  as a series of formal, iterated acts or per-
formances that are, in Roy Rappaport’s terms, “not entirely encoded by the 
performer.”   1    That is, they are imbued by meanings and shaped by conven-
tions external to the performer. We consider such ritual acts crucial to the 
existence of the relational self, that is to say, of a self who can accommo-
date ambiguity. This is the result, we will argue, of ritual’s ability to both 
recognize and cross boundaries, and of its rhythmic relationship to time. 

 Rituals create a subjunctive space, a shared “could be” that constructs 
individuals in relation to others. This is as true of religious ritual as it is of 
the rules of civility and etiquette. Ritual, in its formal, iterated, and enacted 
moments, presents a unique human resource for dealing with ambiguity 
and the multivocal nature of all relationships—with beings human and 
divine. Ritual defi nes and binds entities, times, and spaces. By creating 
such borders, it also links entities, times, and spaces to what lies beyond 
their immediate fi eld. As we will argue in this chapter, it presents a 
 coherent and embracing way to live in a plural and hence also deeply 
 ambiguous universe, one where order can never really be known, but still 
must be acted upon. 

 When we say that people share a symbol system, or a set of values, or a 
common idea of the sacred, we in essence assert that they share the 
 potential space of what “could be,” a subjunctive world.   2    Much ritual ac-
tion provides this shared sense of empathy—sometimes even in terms of 
a shared “what if.” When Jews congregate around the Passover Seder table 
and are enjoined to fulfi ll the commandment to feel “as if you yourselves 
have been liberated from Egypt,” they create that shared space where the 
communality of the “could be” becomes the basis of the ongoing collective 
experience. The Shi’ite enactment of the defeat of Imam Hussein at 
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Karbala and the Catholic participation in the Eucharist all have similar 
import.   3    Confucius, famously uninterested in the world of spirits, still 
insisted that when “he off ered sacrifi ce to his ancestors he felt  as if  his 
ancestral spirits were actually present. When he off ered sacrifi ce to other 
spiritual beings, he felt  as if  they were actually present.”   4    Maimonides 
enjoins us to attend to our prayers “as if” we are standing before the 
 Creator of the universe.   5    The moral community that Émile Durkheim 
 outlined in  The Elementary Forms of Religious Life  exists precisely because 
it shares the potential space of culture created through ritual.   6    That shared 
moral community is never the entirety of social experience in its full com-
plexity of misunderstandings, confl icts of interest, and incompatibilities. 
It is instead a subjunctive construct, a shared acquiescence to convention. 

 In ritual, we subject ourselves to externally given categories of order, 
whose source can be anything from a transcendent deity (as in Judaism) 
to the natural ordering of the physical and social world (as in  Confucianism). 
Ritual concentrates on the performative nature of the act, rather than on 
its denotative meaning. In its purely formal aspect, ritual puts questions 
of belief or truth aside in favor of the shared world that its action creates 
and requires. The external, performative aspects of ritual—especially its 
repetition and recollection of places and times not given to purely rational 
or instrumental computation—give its potential interpretations a unique 
lability. Thus ritual encompasses the ambiguity of life in a unique manner. 
It allows one to “play” with such ambiguity without undue concern with 
the authenticity of one’s actions and beliefs. Ritual unshackles the mind 
from a need to  believe  in a dogma of our choosing, as long as we act within 
its conventions. 

 Ritual allows us to live with ambiguity and the lack of full  understanding. 
In slightly diff erent terms, it allows us to live with the other, with what we 
do not fully know or understand—as indeed, we can never fully know or 
understand any other. The presentation of ritual’s “as if” universe, the 
subjunctive, requires neither a prior act of understanding nor a clearing 
away of conceptual ambiguity. Performance simply and elegantly side-
tracks the problem of shared meaning by allowing participants to express 
acceptance of an order without requiring a full understanding of it. In this 
way, it resembles all manner of decisions that we must make to take any 
concrete action, when we accept that we have as much understanding as 
we are likely to get and that action must be taken even though our knowl-
edge is incomplete (as it always must be). This is true for a medical inter-
vention, a fi nancial investment, a marriage commitment, a declaration of 
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war, or the planning of a highway—for virtually all forms of human en-
deavor. Through its emphasis on action, on the performative and its crea-
tion of a subjunctive universe, ritual creates a world—temporary, fragile to 
be sure, but not false—a world where diff erences can be accommodated, 
tolerance enacted (if not fully understood) and openness to the other 
maintained. 

 While ritual activity carries its own form of intentionality, it is impor-
tant to note that ritual is not necessarily concerned with what we often call 
“sincerity.” In any ritual, as with saying “please” and “thank you,” per-
forming the act marks acceptance of the convention. It does not matter 
how you may feel about the convention, if you identify with it or not. In 
doing a ritual, the whole issue of our internal states is often irrelevant. 
What you  are  is what you  are in the doing , which is of course an external 
act. This diff ers signifi cantly from modernist concerns with sincerity and 
authenticity. Getting it  right  is not, as in the latter cases, a matter of making 
outer acts conform to inner beliefs. Getting it right is doing it again and 
again and again—it is an act of world construction. As an ideal type, the 
self  who does ritual  is very diff erent from the self  who is sincere . 

 Unlike ritual, the sincere—to which we wish to juxtapose it—involves a 
search for motives and for purity of motives. Sincerity privileges intent 
over action. This concern with intent has become the touchstone of much 
of our moral reasoning, for instance in Immanuel Kant’s writings on the 
workings of the “good will.”   7    As Kant stresses: “The good will is not good 
because of what it eff ects or accomplishes or because of its adequacy to 
achieve some proposed end; it is good only because of its willing, i.e., 
because it is good of itself.” Thomas Nagel and Bernard Williams cogently 
delineated the limits of this view in clarifying that: “However jewel-like the 
good will may be in its own right there is a morally signifi cant diff erence 
between rescuing someone from a burning building and dropping him 
from a twelfth story window while trying to rescue him.”   8    Nonetheless, 
from the Puritans of the seventeenth century to the talk shows of the 
twenty-fi rst, a concern with the inner wellsprings of action and sincerity 
has become almost an icon of modernist culture. This concern, we would 
argue, is very much at home in the world of notation outlined above. The 
search for the singular and unalloyed defi nition, feeling, impulse, or intent 
lies at the core of both the search for sincerity and for the pure or imperme-
able boundary line that defi nes notation as one mode of parsing ambiguity. 

 In contrast to this, the realization that our boundaries are only artifi ce 
and that the world is fundamentally ambiguous—which we can fi nd in a 



 96   R E T H I N K I N G  P L U R A L I S M

ritual approach—allows us to accept and even play with that ambiguity. 
Sincerity seems by its very defi nition to exclude ambiguity. Recall that its 
dictionary meanings include “being without admixture,” “free,” “pure,” 
“whole,” and “complete.”   9    Samuel Johnson lists among its cognates 
“unhurt,” “uninjured,” “pure,” “unmingled,” and “uncorrupt.” Sincerity, 
carried to its extreme, is the search for wholeness, for overcoming bound-
aries and positing a unitary, undiff erentiated, uncorrupted reality. It is a 
utopian impulse. 

 Ritual diff ers fundamentally, because many of its forms incorporate a 
degree of ambiguity within its very practice. In moving between diff eren-
tiation and unity, ritual recognizes the ambiguous nature of reality and 
registers it, rather than denying it. In some senses, ritual searches for a 
wholeness like that of sincerity, but it does so by recognizing diff erence 
and ambiguity, rather than by denying them. Ritual does more than posit 
a reality. Rather, its pattern is often the classic dialectic of positing a reality, 
negating it, and ending up with a “truer” reality.   10    Ritual’s opening to sub-
junctive worlds allows this play with diff erent versions of reality, unlike 
the singular approach of sincerity. It allows us to recognize the ambiguous 
nature of empirical reality in a way that the sincere mode would fi nd 
threatening and overwhelming. 

 Anti-ritualist attitudes deny the value to this subjunctive of play, con-
vention, and illusion. They seek to root interaction in some attestation to 
the sincerity or truth-value of all categories or interlocutors. Yet, as we 
noted in  chapter  2  , “the map is not the territory.” If, for example, our love 
for each other registers only through our words (“I love you”), then we are 
caught in the perennial chasm between the words (of love) and the love 
itself. Words are only signifi ers, arbitrary and by necessity at one remove 
from the event they signify. Hence the attempt to express love (or any 
other truth-value) in words is endless, as it can never fi nally prove its own 
sincerity or truth—its “unalloyed” nature. Ritual, by contrast, is repeated 
and unchanging. It avoids the problems of notation and sincerity because 
its visible performance itself constitutes an acceptance of its conventions. 
Unobservable inner states are irrelevant. 

 The drive for oneness, for notational wholeness whether expressed in 
the wish to be at one with oneself and with the world, or for eternal and 
unchanging truths, will always come into confl ict with the reality of exis-
tence. A measure of hypocrisy complements any notion of a true self—or 
any other claim to absolute truths—because we can never fully express an 
inner being. Worse still, that inner being itself is never unambiguous. 
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Any attempt to express a pure self is compromised because language and 
other conventions mediate all social interactions. Shakespeare apparently 
shared some of this assessment, as we can see from the character of Polo-
nius, in whose mouth Shakespeare puts those lines about “to thine own 
self be true.” He is, after all, a meddlesome buff oon, not above lying and 
spying on his betters, full of bombast, self-importance, and deceit: a model 
hypocrite, for his great capacity for self-deception. Single-minded adher-
ence to the “sincere” model of existence in the world does not allow for a 
somber and realistic vision of just how complicated, contradictory, and 
ambiguous the sources of action, feeling, claims-making, and intent really 
are. Rather, it results in the continual production of a hypocritical con-
sciousness that holds up as a model what is essentially a deeply compro-
mised, narcissistic, and unrealizable ideal. It adheres to a vision of 
wholeness that is not of this world, and attempts to implement it within 
the world have led to some of the greatest collective tragedies of past cen-
turies. The impulses toward sincerity and notation are similar: both at-
tempt the impossible task of removing ambiguity by clarifying categories 
and refi ning intentions. 

 Such attitudes reject the fundamental messiness of the world in a 
search for wholeness and totality. And while ritual may teach us to accept 
and even to play with the inherent ambiguity of the world, the very abso-
luteness of the notational stance attempts to exclude ambiguity, as we dis-
cussed in the previous chapters. The notational and the ritual, we are 
claiming, are two possible responses to the ambiguity of the world and 
hence to what is unknown, beyond the self. The diff erences between them 
have signifi cant implications for the organization of the social world. 

 What we usually call the “modern” period, with its emphasis on the 
notational impulse and its strong “fl ight from ambiguity,” fostered a rare 
institutional and cultural emphasis on sincerity claims. As a consequence, 
people now often see ritual from the perspective of sincerity claims, and 
relegate it to a supposedly “traditional” order that the modern period has 
heroically superseded. Indeed, these claims have become so pervasive that 
even “fundamentalist” revolts against this so-called “modern” era occur in 
the name of fi nding an even more ultimate authenticity that, at the end of 
the day, is impossible. 

 We will argue here, however, that ritual can instead help teach us the 
tremendous dangers of trying to build a totally coherent world of notation—
of authentic, individual truth-claims. It encourages us to recognize the 
fragmented and discontinuous nature of the world, the endless work 
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entailed in building and refi ning our multiple and often confl icting rela-
tionships within that world, and the ultimate impossibility of resolving its 
ambiguities. And it helps teach us the powers of ethical action based upon 
such a vision. Accepting the world’s discontinuities and ambiguities 
means that the work of building and refi ning relationships will never end. 
Ritual, at least in its relationship to the rest of experience, is never totally 
coherent and never complete. Yet doing the work of ritual is one of the 
most important ways in which we live in such an inherently plural world. 

 To no small extent, this work revolves around boundaries and the ritual 
propensity not only to construct boundaries—an anthropological “truism” 
made famous by Erving Goff man and Mary Douglas, among others—but 
also to cross the very boundaries that it constructs. The gavel that calls the 
court to order, the  temenos ( that sacred space surrounding a Greek temple), 
the opening at Wimbledon, and so on—are all examples of such ritual 
framing of spaces, events, and interactions. 

 Fewer scholars, however, have remarked upon the ways that ritual also 
contributes to the crossing of boundaries. Rituals do indeed construct the 
spaces of the sacred, but they also require us to enter and exit those spaces. 
Boundaries both separate and unite, diff erentiate and establish contiguity, 
as anyone who has ever shared an apartment wall or property line with 
neighbors can attest. Ritual, by constructing our categories and their 
boundaries, also establishes their modes of interpenetration. Ritual does 
this in a second way as well. By creating subjunctive worlds, it reminds us 
that otherness is possible, that the world as it appears is not the only pos-
sible world. 

 Repetition is critical to the ways that ritual crosses boundaries. Through 
repetition, ritual establishes a formal context above and beyond any partic-
ular content or “meaning” of the event, gesture, or locution. We may draw 
an analogy here to ornament (dentils below a roofl ine, patterns on a pic-
ture frame, palmettes along a lintel, etc.), which, like ritual, is a formal 
repetition of a largely content-free design that exists on and also forms the 
boundary of the object it frames. 

 The key here is the formal quality of both ritual and ornament, as 
expressed in Henri Focillon’s dictum that “form signifi es only itself.”   11    
While ornament tends toward pure form, ritual too maintains a strong 
formal element in its patterned repetition (though to be sure, not totally 
divested from all meanings). This “contentless” form, divested from sub-
ject matter or meanings, is the crux of the dual role of ritual in both cre-
ating and crossing over boundaries. 
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 Pure content or meaning does not, in itself, allow much leeway for 
change and the development of the new (except through reinterpretation, 
the positing of additional meanings). Creeds—the Nicean Creed, the 
Islamic Shahadah, Maimonides’ Thirteen Principles of Faith—do not in 
themselves allow us to cross boundaries. Quite the opposite, they rather 
tend toward binary oppositions and reifi ed identities. One assents or 
demurs. The formalism of ritual, however, to the extent that it is devoid of 
content (and thus is never complete), allows room for alternative signifi ca-
tions. “Empty ritual” may well be a modernist execration, but we are claim-
ing that this seemingly “empty” (but really formal) aspect of ritual acts is 
precisely what allows us to move from one world of signifi cance and 
meaning to another. Rather than vilifying “emptiness,” we should see the 
formal qualities of ritual as generating a potential space within which oth-
erness can be introduced and experienced. This is true for the frame 
around a picture, for the crossing of oneself before receiving communion, 
as well as for the rituals of courtship as a prelude to love. All enable new 
experience through the construction of boundaries whose very creation 
allows us to bridge them. Frame and bridge are one in the formalism of 
these acts and artifacts. 

 Some years ago, the psychoanalyst Thomas Ogden analyzed and devel-
oped D. W. Winnicott’s concept of potential space as that space which ex-
ists when an individual can successfully diff erentiate the three primary 
aspects of experience: the symbol (or thought), the symbolized (or that 
which is thought about) and the interpreting subject (the self). For Ogden, 
“potential space ceases to exist as any two of these three elements become 
dediff erentiated: the thinker and the symbol, the symbol and the symbol-
ized, or the thinker and the object of thought (the symbolized).”   12    Potential 
space (what Winnicott also referred to as “transitional space”) is a formal 
arena devoid of its own content or meaning, in which new meanings and 
content can come to be. It exists only through the diff erentiation of the 
symbol, the symbolized, and the interpreting subject. Potential space, in 
Rosemary Dinnage’s terms, allows for the “spanning of the self/other 
boundary line  . . .  that permits objective and personal truth to interact.”   13    
This space is thus critical to the development of all forms of creativity. For 
Winnicott, it is the necessary condition for all forms of culture and so, we 
would stress, for the development of empathy as well. A shared culture 
requires at least some degree of empathy, whether understood as trust, 
solidarity, or what Durkheim called a “moral community.”   14    

 Ogden defi nes empathy as: 
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 a psychological process  . . .  that occurs within the context of a dia-
lectic of being and not-being the other. Within this context (Winn-
icott would say “within potential space”), one plays with the idea of 
being the other while knowing that one is not. It is possible to try on 
for size one identifi cation and then another (i.e., to play with the 
feeling of being the other in diff erent ways), because the opposite 
pole of the dialectic diminishes the danger of being trapped in the 
other and ultimately of losing oneself in the other.   15    

   This trying the other “on for size,” being and not-being the self and 
other at the same time, Ogden argues, is the core of our projective identi-
fi cation with the other and the origins of empathy. Through such fellow-
feeling, it is the source of world creation as well. As Gilbert Rose declared: 
“Both growth and creative imagination are seen as resulting from and fa-
cilitating the ebb and fl ow of losing and refi nding oneself personally and 
endlessly in space-time.”   16    

 Human creation takes place in the spaces between. Only here lie the 
possibilities for the emergence of the new or other. The formal or abstract 
character of ritual creates that space (in constant mediation with the more 
meaning-embedded aspects of the ritual act) by positing subjunctive 
worlds that open up a potential space. Such a space opens up the possi-
bility for something new to come to be, something that was not previously 
represented, symbolized, or imbued with meanings—something that was 
not previously notated. 

 The role of percussion—in music as well as in many ritual transitions—
recalls how the formal qualities of all frames delineate the boundaries of 
an entity even as they link it to the world beyond. Rodney Needham 
pointed out that percussive noise typically marks moments of ritual 
transition in many places around the world.   17    While he never fully 
explained this, we see pure noise as an ideal marker of the moment of 
crossing the boundary between one subjunctive world and another 
because it has no content. Content is impossible between worlds, and 
“pure” noise allows us to move from one state to another. Thus, while 
the myriad meanings of existing rituals keep them fi rmly rooted in a 
world already notated, their formal aspects keep them open to what is 
not yet signifi ed, to what is beyond. Even those already notated and 
meaning-fi lled worlds of ritual referents are framed through their very 
enactment. The iterated performative aspect of ritual, its rhythm, means 
that it constantly comes in and out of existence. Worlds of meaning and 
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context repeatedly shift as sacred turns into profane into sacred into pro-
fane and so on in infi nite oscillation. Even the performatives of civility 
constantly bring into focus alternative realities and continual possibil-
ities of other ways of being.    

  Ritual and the Boundaries of Time   

 Ritual’s oscillation over the boundaries between subjunctive worlds is 
often rhythmic and not just repetitive. Rhythm is  predictable  repetition, 
as in dance music where we know when the next beat of the drum will 
occur, rather then waiting for the next randomly repeated thump. In this 
sense, rites of passage like initiations or funerals may not be rhythmic 
because their timing can be unpredictable, although even that more ran-
dom fl ow can be made more rhythmic by initiating groups of people in 
an annual ritual, for instance. Most other ritual, however, is already 
rhythmic by design, as with daily prayers, weekly meetings of a congre-
gation, and all calendrical ritual. Most ritual is also rhythmic in a second 
sense as well: its internal acts have an inherent and predictable fl ow. 
That is, the timing of the sequence of acts in a given ritual is similar 
from one performance to the next. At rural Taiwanese funerals, for ex-
ample, participants already know how the fl ow will carry them from wail-
ing grief at the coffi  n’s side, over a trip to the burial ground, through a 
meal and an afternoon of priestly chanting, to an evening’s entertaining 
performance of the soul’s travels through the underworld, and fi nally to 
a quiet gathering around a fi re of paper spirit money burned for the 
newly incorporated ancestor. Rhythm characterizes the timing of the 
fl ow of individual rituals like this Taiwanese funeral, as well as between 
one ritual and another. 

 Rhythm does not simply depend on our sense of time. It may be more 
plausible to argue just the reverse—that predictable repetitions are what 
construct our sense of time. Many of our units of time come directly from 
the rhythms of nature, including the year, the seasons, the lunar month, 
and the day. Based in cycles beyond human control, we nevertheless mark 
them with our rituals, like celebrations for the New Year or spring festivals 
(Passover, Easter, Maypole dances, and the rest). Much of the rest of our 
sense of time comes from the rhythms constructed out of shared social 
conventions—rituals. The most obvious example is the modern week, 
whose global reach began centuries ago with the worship periods of glob-
alizing Jews, Christians, and Muslims. The ritual structure can be secular 
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as well, like the traditional Chinese ten-day week, based on state laws re-
quiring offi  cials to rest every tenth day. 

 The Jewish intellectual Rabbi Abraham Heschel pointed out that 
nearly all of the Jewish holidays were tied to natural rhythms, especially 
the rising and setting of the sun for daily rituals and the waxing and 
waning of the moon within the cycle of the entire year for the many 
holidays keyed to the lunar calendar. Only the Sabbath stands as an excep-
tion to this pattern, and for Heschel that made the Sabbath in many ways 
the most important of all. A week of seven days does not represent any 
natural cycle. Instead, Jews honor the Sabbath because the Creator 
declared the seventh day to be for rest. It alone is a matter of pure and 
arbitrary convention—for Heschel, of the direct will of God rather than 
any pattern of nature.   18    

 The rhythms that create time are almost entirely shared, although the 
group involved may vary enormously in size—the family for a wedding 
anniversary, the nation for an independence day holiday, and probably all 
humanity for the days of the year. The result is a shared sense of time at 
each level. This is not just a convention that lets us use clocks and 
calendars. It gives us as well a sense of our community (or our various 
communities) as the people who share the fl ow of time with us. We are 
bound not by the present alone, but through our sense of a shared past 
and a potentially shared future. Each time we mark (and at the same time 
create) those forms of time, we accept our membership in that community. 
In other contexts, of course, we can also reject the same communities—
the offi  ce worker may curse his job and he may cheat on his wife, but he 
still accepts both the conventions of the economy and of marriage at that 
moment when he shows up for work at 9:00 each morning and when he 
buys his wife anniversary presents. 

 We can carry this a bit further by following the musicologist David 
Epstein’s distinction between two forms of rhythm: meter and pulse.   19    
Epstein defi nes meter as something absolute and universal, independent 
from anything in the music itself. An example might be a metronome 
ticking at 64 beats per minute. Pulse, on the other hand, is the unique 
rhythm generated within each piece. It generally fl uctuates around a 
meter (though not in all music), but may slow down or speed up for dra-
matic eff ect, or strike a note slightly early or late to create tension, and so 
on. When the doctor measures our heart rate at 72 beats per minute, she 
is talking about a meter. We are never absolutely steady around that meter, 
though. What our bodies actually have is a pulse, not a meter. 
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 As a musicologist, Epstein of course fi nds pulse far more interesting 
than meter. The variable beating of a heart can entrance us in a way that an 
even tick 72 times a minute never will. Who wants to listen to a metronome 
tick for 45 minutes? Or even to listen to a Beethoven symphony played like 
absolute clockwork? Nevertheless, without meter, music would be impos-
sible. This is true fi rst because any kind of musical coordination—dance, 
duet, or symphony—would be impossible without some sense of shared 
and absolute time. Meter is purely conventional; it cannot come directly 
from the heart, like pulse. As we have been arguing, however, shared con-
ventions (of which rituals form a critical subset) allow community to exist, 
and predictably repeated conventions allow it to exist in time.   20    The second 
reason that meter is crucial is that pulse only makes sense in relation to it. 
When we say metaphorically that our heart stopped or our blood raced, we 
imply a meter—a standard heart rate against which the speeding and slow-
ing makes sense. The same metrical base is required to make sense of 
musical slowing and speeding, notes held too long or too short, attacks 
begun ahead of or behind expectations. 

 Rituals based on natural cycles like the lunar month rely on what 
Epstein calls pulse, while purely conventional rituals like the Sabbath or 
the Chinese 10-day week follow the arbitrary (or God-given) conventions of 
meter. Metronomes may be boring, but the conventions they represent are 
as crucial to society as to music. 

 All repetition pushes toward pure form. Metronome ticks are obviously 
nothing but form, but it is just as true of words repeated exactly over and 
over. As Maurice Bloch pointed out, even apparently denotative statements 
convey no actual content if they are pure repetition.   21    Thus a standard 
American exchange of courtesies—“How are you?” “I’m fi ne”—appears to 
ask for and convey new information about someone’s health. In fact, how-
ever, the answers are almost purely conventional, repeated the same way 
under all conditions. When someone tells us they are “fi ne,” we thus know 
nothing about their actual health. We know only their willingness to ac-
cept the conventions of that particular courtesy and its implication of 
friendly social relations. Such heavily ritualized action is thus a very poor 
tool for making political decisions or scientifi c discoveries, although it 
may provide helpful frames for those things. A ritual or a courtesy, re-
peated over and over, begins to approach the pure form of music, even if it 
off ers symbols and statements subject to extensive interpretation outside 
the ritual itself. That is, taking part in a ritual means accepting its conven-
tions, just as playing in an ensemble means accepting the meter. Pure 
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repetition off ers no new information at all, except that the people involved 
accept the convention. Here, again, we can see how the rhythms of archi-
tectural ornament, ritual, and music converge toward the same thing—an 
acceptance of something beyond the individual heart, which creates the 
possibility for a sense of community with a shared sense of time.    

  The Flows and Absences of Ritual Rhythm   

    Four thousand years ago, the legendary sage/king Yu the Great discovered 
a turtle with strange markings on its shell (see  fi gure  3.1  ). Appearing in 
myth as a culture hero who learned to control the waters by preventing 
fl oods and creating irrigation, Yu realized that the pattern on the turtle’s 
back showed a key structure of the universe: the dots in each of the nine 
segments of the turtle’s shell form a magic square with each row, column, 
and diagonal adding up to 15.   

    figure 3.1     Luo Shu  
  Yiben Qian,  Xiangchao, juan 1 , p. 5. We are grateful to the Harvard-Yenching Library for 
help in fi nding this image.    
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   4  9  2   
 3  5  7   
 8  1  6   

    The odd numbers in the central cross are  yang  and the even numbers at 
the corners are  yin , showing the balance and fl ow around which the uni-
verse is constructed. Only someone as wise in the ways of the anthropo-
cosmic world as Yu could have understood the turtle’s signifi cance as a key 
to the universe as geometer. The pattern has been signifi cant, especially to 
Chinese literati, through all the millennia that followed. Its nine squares 
recall the “well-fi eld” system, said to have characterized early agriculture 
with a division of fi elds into nine equal units, of which the central one was 
farmed for communal benefi t. Some temples were constructed on a sim-
ilar pattern, and Daoist priests today still step through the pattern in a 
ritual dance. Some Chinese thinkers saw it as the basis for the organiza-
tion of music, architecture, and even the structuring of meals.   22    

 This is but one example of a broad cross-cultural tendency to pattern 
the architecture of creation by imposing something like meter on the 
pulse of the world. Further examples can be found in the Roman  lustrum  
of fi ve years, the 52-year cycle of the Mexican peoples, or the 60-year cycle 
of China. The cycles vary from a heartbeat to the Indian  yuga  of 1,080,000 
years, but repetition is always central to the patterning.   23    

 Not surprisingly, repetition fi nds a central place in the creation stories 
of the Western world as well, or at least in the second creation, the one that 
actually endured, following the fl ood. At the end of the eighth chapter of 
Genesis, God promises never again “to destroy every living thing, as I have 
done” (Gen. 8:21) and goes on to commit:  

 So long as earth endures, 
 Seedtime and harvest, 
 Cold and heat, 
 Summer and winter, 
 Day and night 
 Shall not cease.   24      

  The new, post-deluvian order was characterized as well by the imposi-
tion of moral rules in the form of the Noachite commandments and the 
reordering of society in line with an explicitly ethical vision (prohibitions 
on murder, incest, partaking of a limb—or blood—of a living being, 
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establishment of courts of law, etc.). While these later developments (of 
Genesis 9) are notational, the closing of Genesis 8 is interestingly 
 diff erent. Here God frames the very continuity of the world as repeating 
patterns: seedtime and harvest, cold and heat, summer and winter, and 
so on. The promise of mere continuity in Genesis 8:21 does not seem to 
suffi  ce. Instead, the divine promise also explicitly announces a pattern 
and a rhythm. 

 For the Chinese, too, rhythms defi ne the world. Yin and yang are not 
static principles but alternating cosmic rhythms; the interlocked paisleys 
of the classic yin-yang diagram show just such a rhythmic fl ow, rather 
than the statis that might appear from a simpler diagram like a circle di-
vided by a radius. Such fl ows occur as well in Hesiod and with the Hopi. 
According to Piaget, we can fi nd the same among children who perceive 
frequency and rhythm even before they are acculturated to more linear 
ideas of temporal duration.   25    While linear ideas of time may characterize 
every culture to some extent, based on the experience of aging, so do 
rhythmic ones—the pulses and meters of the world around us. 

 Rhythm and the patterning of time break up the fl ow of the world—the 
endless continuum of events, times, and realities. All matter vibrates with 
rhythmic patterns of energy—the basis of our quartz time pieces or 
kitchen microwave ovens. This is the patterning that we have termed 
“pulse”—the fundamental rhythm of things in themselves. Ritual in the 
form of meter takes this patterning one step further, moving beyond pulse 
to impose conventional order through a rhythmic repetition. In this sense, 
Passover and Easter impose the conventionalized meter of religious ritual 
on the natural pulse of the seasons. In a similar manner, the practice of 
 pranayama  (breathing technique) in yoga works with the natural rhythms 
of the body, but also overcomes them, imposing a formal order on the 
most intimate of bodily functions. 

 Examples from all major religious traditions can be multiplied, but we 
wish to focus attention on just some of the characteristics of these pat-
terns. To form a rhythmic pattern, these ritualizing moments must always 
be only temporary. They emerge and recede, become manifest and with-
draw; this is the nature of repetition. To be repeated, an action (or image 
or sound) must not only come into being, but also withdraw, only to reap-
pear. There is no Sabbath without the workaday, no holy without the pro-
fane, no tracery without transepts, as indeed there is also no day without 
night, summer without winter, beauty without ugliness. Ritualizing mo-
ments are always only temporary. 
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 Jewish purifi cation ritual is a case in point, as we have discussed in our 
previous interlude (and to which we shall return in our next one). Pollu-
tion is part of life: coming into contact with polluting agents, be they men-
struating women, women following childbirth, creepy-crawly insects, the 
dead and those in contact with the dead, seminal emissions, and so on. 
None of this can be totally avoided or overcome in some sort of Hegelian 
 Aufhebung . Any life lived in society, with other men and women, with fam-
ilies and neighbors and caring for the old, sick, and dying, means, by def-
inition, coming into contact with impurity. There were, consequently, 
myriad ritual injunctions during the time of the Temple, sacrifi ces and 
laws concerning purity and impurity and how to move from the latter state 
to the former. But the attainment of such state was always only temporary. 
It could not be otherwise. No one could avoid impurity while fulfi lling the 
obligations entailed by life (burying the dead, caring for the sick, propa-
gating the species, etc.). Ritual purifi cation is thus like brushing teeth. It 
does not solve the problem of fi lth; it just lets us keeping living in an in-
herently polluting world as long as we keep up the repetition. 

 All human societies may have witnessed sectarian movements and 
groups that attempted to break out of this rhythmic, ritual mode. The Ess-
enes in the Judean desert, in the time of Jesus, are perhaps the most well-
known example. Even the Christian idea of a single baptism instead of 
repeated ritual baths is an attempt to break out of the cycle. Indeed, we see 
all world-rejecting groups and movements as similar attempts to break 
free of this endless cycle of corruption and purity, multiplicity and unity, 
fragility and wholeness that life in the world implies (this is precisely why 
Max Weber termed them “world-rejecting”).   26    The cost of such attempts, 
of course, is leaving the world and its institutional orders behind. One can 
reject that world, like the Catholic monastics that Weber described, but 
then one has also revoked all claims to change it. One can cleave to the 
oneness of the monotheistic God, but then one leaves the world of men 
and women and society, and of family and children and parents and the 
multiple responsibilities (and pleasures) that are our lot. In so doing, one 
also gives up the natural connection between rhythmic ritual and bound-
ary-crossing. There are no boundaries to cross when all is united in a crys-
talline One, and ritual’s ability to deal with boundaries and their 
ambiguities is thus lost. 

 The point of this discussion, however, is not to enter into the theology 
of a sanctifi ed life, or even (following Troeltsch) a sociology of sect and 
church, but simply to recognize two important points: (1) life in the world 
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involves an endless oscillation and patterning, a rhythm of times and 
events, a constant fl ow and movement in our lives that nevertheless ties 
to some formal orders; and (2) there have always been attempts to break 
this movement, to overcome the ritual mediation or parsing of time in an 
attempt to realize the one, the total, the singular, and the True.   27    This 
impulse is part of utopian and (in Western traditions) millennial orienta-
tions and, to some extent, of such modern political movements as fas-
cism and communism. Eric Voegelin termed these movements modern 
gnosticism—gnostic in their conceit of arriving at the true knowledge of 
history’s telos.   28    

 The rest of us are caught in states of being that are always temporary. 
The best we can hope for is some patterned predictability that allows order 
and formal structure. This lasts only until they unravel, only to appear 
again, through the patterned repetition of whatever ritual frames we use 
to impose form on the chaos of our lives. Ritual’s rhythms can, of course, 
be more sparse or more crowded together. Daily prayer is diff erent from 
weekly prayer, as the order of the fi ve required daily prayers in Islam dif-
fers from simply going to mosque on Friday to participate in  Juma  prayers, 
or celebrating the Eid each year. The more dense the ritual patterning, the 
more intricate the rhythm becomes, as the tensions between states of 
presence and absence, order and ambiguity, meaning and loss become 
heightened. There is an aesthetic to this intricacy, but also an ethic that we 
maintain only by keeping both poles in sight. 

 Today’s increasingly interconnected world forces us to think harder 
and harder about empathy, because it constantly thrusts diff erence (and 
hence the unknown and ambiguous other) upon us. The potential space 
for the creation of empathy ties directly to this movement between, to the 
necessarily temporary existence of rituals and so to their inherent recogni-
tion (often only implicit) of alternative worlds and systems of meaning 
that such oscillation entails. The shorter the “wavelengths” of this oscilla-
tion, the more we may appreciate just how tied order is to ambiguity, form 
to mass, the known to the unknown, and ourselves to the other. 

 Each moment of ordering—daily prayer, purifi cation rite, birthday 
party—stops the continuum of daily experience, if only for a moment. It 
reveals and creates a new subjunctive world, even though we know we will 
leave that world again as soon as we end our prayers, reenter the world of 
inevitable pollution, or get up on the morning after a birthday. In music, 
sound orders time. It is abstracted as the beat, an instantaneous stoppage, 
a geometrical point in time instead of space. Ritual is far more complex 
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than this (as is much actual musical rhythm), but it also fi xes the world for 
a moment and then allows the fl ow to resume. By being predictable, 
rhythm defi nes time itself—it gives sense to the gaps between the claps. 
We tend to think of rituals just as a series of events or of rhythm as a 
simple set of repeated claps or the ticking of a clock: 

   . . .  

   It might be better, however, to emphasize as strongly the bits between the 
claps: 

 — — — — . . .  . 

   That is, the ritualized, ordering moments are not the only things that 
matter. They are just one of at least two subjunctive worlds that we always 
cross between. Rhythm is not just tick, tick, tick, but rather tick-tock, tick-
tock, tick-tock. Between the beats lies the continuum of life, the potential 
chaos, the uninterpretable silence. 

 We can understand any repetition as rhythm only when we can see the 
broader pattern. That is, we cannot feel rhythm only within the moment of 
the “tick” or of the “tock.” The acceptance of multiple subjunctive worlds and 
the necessity of moving between them encourage us to take a standpoint 
outside and above those worlds, to see the entire pattern as it repeats. The 
philosopher Gilles Deleuze draws on Hume and Bergson to make the sim-
ilar point that repetition changes nothing at all in the object that is repeated. 
What changes with repetition is instead something in our minds, the devel-
opment of a new mental stance that lets us see the pattern from above.   29    

 This was Freud’s fundamental insight in his classic story of the little 
boy tossing a toy far away to shouts of “fort” (gone) and getting it back with 
a happy “da” (there). Freud recognized that this game of repeated disap-
pearance and return allowed the child to conceptualize and thus accom-
modate himself to his mother’s departures and returns. As Freud put it, 
“Her departure had to be enacted as a necessary preliminary to her joyful 
return.”   30    The absence was as necessary as the presence. The child’s repet-
itive play allowed him the ability to view the whole pattern from above, to 
realize that the absence would lead to the presence. Repetition provides 
the armature upon which both tick and tock, absence and presence, can be 
re-presented. Repetition always creates diff erence, both ticks and tocks, 
and requires us to accept that diff erence. 
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 More than just diff erence—rhythmic repetition sets up a yearning for 
the tick after every tock. Comedians, for whom timing is said to be every-
thing, know this when they pause for just a fraction of a moment before 
delivering a punch line. That extra wait, stretching out the tock while we 
wait for the tick, helps creates the tension that leads to laughter. Musicians 
know this just as well, as they constantly play off  variations in the pulse of 
their performance against the rule of the underlying meter. Classical mu-
sicians slow down and speed up, delay entrances, hold notes too long, and 
otherwise manipulate pulse to create tension and excitement. Jazz musi-
cians do this too, as in the slightly late sound that Billie Holiday perfected, 
or the rhythmic tension between bass and drums that Charles Keil wrote 
about.   31    

 Ritual is no diff erent. The observant Catholic who cannot attend Mass 
feels the absence of the ritual in a discomfort that is almost as physical as 
that of the observant runner who misses her jog. That yearning to return 
to the ritual order or to the musical meter keeps the clock ticking (and 
tocking).    

  Flowers and Fruit   

 Without the spaces between, there would be no repetition and so, of 
course, no rhythm, either. Without the “empty” bits, there could be no re-
iteration of signifi cance: whether the signifi cant is a moment in time (mu-
sical note), an act (of prayer), an emotion (love or loss) or a physical space 
(in the image of dentil ornament). It is thus not only that the “tocks” 
matter just as much as the “ticks,” the empty spaces as much as the 
marked or noted ones: without both, neither could be repeated. If we are 
discussing the dentils of architectural ornament, we would say that their 
repetition depends on the empty spaces; if musical notes, we would say 
that their repetition relies on the silences between. In each case, however, 
we recognize the crucial role of diff erence to the act of repetition. 

 The complexities of rhythm go beyond such diff erence, however, 
because the fl ux of time and experience makes each tick and tock diff er 
from the last one. The Danish philosopher Søren Kierkegaard argued that 
these non-repeatable moments lie at the core of repetition when he 
claimed that: “The only repetition [is] the impossibility of repetition.”   32    

 Kierkegaard wrote a short book on repetition in which he describes the 
narrator’s failed attempt to repeat a previous trip to Berlin. The quote 
above comes from his rather tongue-in-cheek description of his return to 
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the Konigstadter Theatre in search of repeating the joyful experience of 
his previous sojourn, only to discover “that there simply is no repetition,” 
an experience that he “had verifi ed  . . .  by having it repeated in every pos-
sible way.”   33    So is there or isn’t there repetition? How, we should ask the 
Dane, could you repeatedly verify the fact that there is no repetition? He 
provided the answer earlier, where he advised us that “The dialectic of 
repetition is easy, for that which is repeated has been—otherwise it could 
not be repeated—but the very fact that it has been makes the repetition 
into something new.”   34    Repetition both is and is not repeated, it both is 
and is not something new. We can only repeat through change, which 
does not, for all that, diminish the act of repetition; change is a necessary 
condition for repetition. Ambiguity is thus built into repetition, both con-
stituting it and challenging it with very single repeated action (or note, or 
mark of any kind). 

 Kierkegaard goes on to point out that “If one does not have the category 
of recollection or of repetition, all life dissolves into an empty, meaning-
less noise.”   35    In our fi rst chapter, we discussed the formation of categories, 
the division of the world into ordered units. Kierkegaard is reminding us 
that unless we repeat these categories, they are not categories at all. They 
are only proper nouns. A world of proper nouns and only proper nouns, a 
world without general categories, would be no more coherent than one 
without nouns at all. Notation can only present a coherent universe if it is 
repeated. If not, Kierkegaard teaches, it is but noise. Repetition is necessary 
to knowledge and hence to life and yet, for all that, it is essentially impos-
sible. As Heraclitus pointed out so long ago, one cannot set foot in the 
same river twice. 

 Just think, though—in the spirit of Kierkegaard—how often we repeat 
that impossible act. It repeats every time we fall in love, every time we 
pray, with every promise we make and tear we shed. It is impossible, yet 
its existence constitutes all the worlds we inhabit. The “tock” or distaff  side 
of all notations, the empty space between the dentils, the stretches of pol-
luting life between purifi cation rituals: these are all but the spatial, tempo-
ral, or sometimes aural representation of that impossibility. 

 The problem of love was in fact the second arrow in Kierkegaard’s 
bow—the fi rst being the trip to Berlin. His short study of repetition 
describes a young man’s retreat from marriage in fear that each day of 
married life will simply remind him of its distance from his perfect mem-
ories of past happiness. Better, he believes, to live in love’s recollection—
repeating what never really was, rather than face a present continuum that 
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can never “repeat” the past’s perfection. Here perhaps is the real signifi -
cance of the epigram on the book’s frontispiece: “On wild trees the fl owers 
are fragrant, on cultivated trees, the fruits.” Cultivation, hence civilization, 
society, life with other men and women, in the world as it is, relies on 
repetition. Plowing and seeding, weeding and harvesting are not one-time 
activities, but must be repeated each and every year in season—as we saw 
in the quote from the book of Genesis above. Grapevines must be pruned 
every year. Indeed, the original meaning of the Greek word  hubris  is “un-
pruned” or “uncultivated.” To maintain a world and to bring forth its fruit, 
we must cultivate: repeat. So, too, for love. 

 Any activity that wishes to “bear fruit” thus requires repetition, in-
cluding always the absence that is built into its very sinews. Repetition’s 
inexorably interwoven character of presence and absence, sign and empti-
ness, notation and negation constitutes its particular contribution to 
framing ambiguity. Ritual is one of the three ways of parsing the ambi-
guity we have been discussing as inherent to our knowledge and our exis-
tence. Its mode of knowledge and of life allows a perpetual crossing of 
boundaries (as opposed to the impermeable boundaries posited by nota-
tion’s mark) through the imposition of its meters on the world. Ritual’s 
mode of knowing makes no claim to arrive at an essence or constitutive 
truth, but rather continually reenacts the known as itself a mode of knowl-
edge. It is Aristotelian  phronesis , an enacted and embodied knowledge 
that, despite its absences, continually repeats itself in the world. Its rhythm 
is its logos. 

 We have already referred to Roy Rappaport’s famous defi nition of ritual 
as “the performance of more or less invariant sequences of formal acts 
and utterances not entirely encoded by the performers.”   36    In this defi ni-
tion we can fi nd both aspects of ritual that we have been discussing—the 
repeated and the non-repeatable, the formal bits that are reenacted (and if 
anything is to be reenacted, it must have a formal character), as well as 
those absences that allow the very act of repetition. These absences are 
what Rappaport terms elsewhere the “self-referential” bits of the ritual.   37    
They are self-referential in that they do not signify any formal canon, but 
are instead purely personal, individual, and contingent (and hence, analyt-
ically at least, not repeatable) meanings, actions, aff ects, or events. As 
Kierkegaard taught us, there is no pure repetition. Everything we recog-
nize as repeated is a construction that counts some parts as if they were 
unchanged (Rappaport’s “canon”) and downplays the diff erences (“self-
reference”). Both modes are inherent to all ritual. 
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 There is an order to daily prayer. The observant Muslim prays  Fajr  
from dawn to sunrise,  Dhuhr  just after true noon, and  Asr  in the after-
noon;  Maghrib  is recited from sunset until dusk and  Isha’a  after dark. The 
Catholic hours, too, have their appointed times:  Matins  (generally some-
time during the night),  Lauds  (at Dawn),  Prime  (6:00  a.m .),  Terce  (9:00 
 a.m .),  Sext  (Noon),  None  (3  p.m .),  Vespers  (at the lighting of the lamps), and 
 Compline  (before bed). The same is true with the course of all orders of 
formal prayer. The appointed time frames each prayer, and the prayer is 
encoded by powers outside the performers. That is precisely what makes 
them formal, ritualized, and open to being understood as repeated and 
rhythmic. These are their “notated” moments. But we must not forget that 
the prayers are recited at these moments and not at others. One cannot 
pray  Fajr  in the evening, or  Compline  on getting up in the morning. The 
spirit may “bloweth where it listeth,” but at least in these highly ritualized 
settings, prayer—proper prayer—must be recited at its proper time. This 
means that there must also be equally structured “empty,” prayer-less mo-
ments. The rhythmic requirements of ritual may appear constricting and 
limiting to some, but they also guarantee (perhaps counterintuitively) that 
there are other times devoid of prayer, empty of presence, when one is not 
standing in prayer before God. Note how this diff ers from the highly indi-
vidualized spirit of some forms of Protestant religiosity that see prayer as 
coming down to one as the spirit moves. Freed from the discipline of 
rhythm, they cannot perform the same role in securing the duality of 
prayer and non-prayer, of tick and tock, of presence and absence. 

 More individualized and enthusiastic forms of Jewish religiosity, 
such as Hasidut, are, for example, also famous for praying  Shacharit  
(morning prayer) at all times of day (and sometimes night). One can 
walk into some Hasidic synagogues and view morning and afternoon 
prayers being recited simultaneously by diff erent groups. In such exam-
ples, the personal, idiosyncratic, and non-repeated acts relativize the for-
mal, notated, and ritualized ones. Consequently, prayer may be more 
“meaningful”—that is, the meanings are more fully self-referential—
but this threatens the duality, the very crossing of boundaries that more 
formalized ritual guarantees. 

 The duality of ritual is critical to its nature—the enactment of 
both presence and absence, of  fort  and  da , tick and tock, formal and self-
referential. Both Sigmund Freud and Søren Kierkegaard recognized this 
in their diff erent ways. Jacques Lacan developed the idea further in his 
lecture on Kierkegaard and his concept of  glissement  or slipping away—the 
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inevitably non-repeatable aspect of every ritual performance.   38    For Lacan—
as for Kierkegaard—the non-repeatable, the “radical diversity constituted 
by repetition in itself” is its very secret.   39    For him, moreover, it constitutes 
the essence of the ludic. As we have argued elsewhere, the ludic and the 
ritual have much in common.   40    Both play with notation, both use it and 
subvert it at the same time. Both are characterized by repetition, by a 
strong use of indexicality, both create subjunctive, “as if” universes, both 
continually cross boundaries—indeed, both frame their boundaries more 
as “cell walls” than “brick walls.”   41    Both subvert notation as well as play 
with it, although they do so in very diff erent ways. Ritual subverts through 
the act of repetition itself, while at least one form of the ludic, that of 
humor, subverts notation through what Umberto Eco termed its “metase-
miotic” character.   42    Taking us out and across boundaries (before returning 
us to them), it gives us a more encompassing perspective than we could 
ever have if we simply remained within our original boundaries. 

 Lear’s fool knows what the crowned king has forgotten, that knowledge 
can only be communicated ambiguously. So, too, for trickster myths from 
cultures far and wide (Loki for the Norse, Coyote in western North Amer-
ica, Anansi in parts of Africa and the Caribbean, and many more around 
the world). Like the ludic, the equivocal words of the fool or trickster allow 
a perspective from above. Indeed, according to the great medieval Jewish 
philosopher Maimonides, even the transmission of the knowledge of 
God’s worship (i.e., rituals) was through the “gracious ruse” of God.   43    For-
mal, notational instruction in the true practice of worship was not pos-
sible, according to Maimonides, among a people seeped in slavery; they 
could learn only through God’s “ruse.” There is, it would seem, a strong 
component of many traditions that claims there is no way to knowledge 
but through the thickets of the ambiguous—whether in play or in ritual or 
myriad other forms of absenting presence.    

  Rhythm, Broken Rhythm, and No Rhythm   

 Let us conclude with three simple examples: one of an ongoing ritual, the 
second of broken ritual rhythms, and the third of a repetition that died. 
Each story presents a diff erent facet of the ways in which ritual parses 
ambiguity, each giving us a diff erent idea of what is gained, risked, and 
lost through this process. The Chinese festivities at the lunar New Year are 
a good example of how the ritualized rhythms of presence and absence 
create a subjunctive, temporary world, though many other examples 
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would also work. The most important events of the celebrations are purely 
family rituals, especially on the eve and the fi rst day of the New Year. No 
priests or religious specialists of any kind need be involved, and there are 
no sacred texts. Distant relatives return home for the events, and this is 
the busiest travel time of the year, as almost all work shuts down and 
people head for home. 

 Much that goes on in this ritual is purely within the realm of family 
custom, although those customs tend to be very widely shared, at least in 
broad outline. We will mention only one key event—burning incense in 
front of the ancestral altar. While not everyone has an ancestral altar any 
more, especially in urban mainland China, this rite was crucially impor-
tant. The act itself was extremely simple, with the male(s) of the oldest 
generation fi rst off ering incense in honor of the ancestors, followed by the 
women of that generation, then the males of the next generation, and so 
on through the youngest generation of girls. 

 This little ritual creates a simple subjunctive world, an idealized 
Confucian portrait of the family. This family is autonomous and inde-
pendent. Quite unlike most other ritual occasions throughout the year, 
reciprocal visiting and feasting is not important on this day. Internally, 
the family appears as a neatly stacked hierarchy, with the living recog-
nizing their debts to the dead, with each generation respecting the one 
before it, and with women subservient to men of their own generation. 
Such a family is in fact created by the very acts and orders of worship, 
but only for those few minutes of the ritual. It performs and thus creates 
the way that fathers and sons or husbands and wives should be; it creates 
the ancestors themselves. Once it ends, however, this imagined hierar-
chical community may be just one of several diff erent ideal images of 
family structure, competing, for example, with ideals of gender equality 
or the benefi ts of nuclear families. And all of these ideals also contrast 
with the realities of families as people live in them from day to day—
with the absences of members scattered across the world, sulking teen-
agers who play too many computer games, spouses who drink or gamble 
too much, or elderly parents who can no longer command the authority 
that the ritual grants them. The ritual really does shape the family into a 
particular form, but like all rituals, its performed world soon comes to 
an end. 

 This end, however, is not complete. Ticks have their tocks, and the pe-
riod of absence, of waiting for the next year to turn, is also a kind of 
yearning for that moment when an ideal family can again be performed. 
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The rhythm here is crucial, because it lets us know with certainty that the 
occasion will come again when we can perform that family again, erasing 
the fi ghts and infi delities, overcoming even the losses and deaths for an 
image of the family that is forever. Repetition may be an illusion that we 
continually renew, but it is an illusion that gives us a sense of a shared past 
and future—and thus of a community. 

 Our second case comes from rural Taiwanese funerals. The day of 
the burial in rural Taiwan is both highly ritualized and emotionally cho-
reographed. Daoist or Buddhist clergy read texts for the salvation of the 
soul all day. At proper moments, descendants off er incense to the 
deceased, in a way closely reminiscent of the New Year rite. Elegies are 
read or chanted, and at the right moments the women let their grief out 
through loud wails at the coffi  n. The burial follows, and then a muted 
feast for the participants, followed by more priestly ritual. This includes 
some public spectacle, concluding in the evening with the priests 
guiding the soul through the underworld by acting out the trip and its 
dangers. This involves a whole set of carnivalesque performances—
fi re-eating, tumbling, and general chasing around—that pull in a wide 
audience and typically distract even the most distraught mourners. The 
night ends very late with a large bonfi re of burning “spirit money,” with 
the mourners gathered silently in a circle around the fl ames as they 
watch the fi re go slowly down. From loud grieving to humor to the quiet 
moment at the end, the ritual takes mourners and neighbors through 
emotional drama intended, like funerals almost anywhere, to incorpo-
rate the dead person in a new status and to reintegrate the living around 
the hole that death has created. At an ideal death of an aged person with 
many descendants, they burn red candles—the color of good luck and 
happiness. 

 Not all deaths are proper, though. Of the many funerals that one of us 
saw in Taiwan, the only ritual faltering took place in one where a man in 
his early twenties had been killed in a mining accident. Because the young 
man had not yet established a strong social or kinship network of his own, 
very few people were present. His young, pregnant wife could not bear the 
conventions of the ritual, and in particular rejected the emotional choreog-
raphy toward acceptance that the whole ritual entailed. Instead of wailing 
at the proper times and places, her grief poured out from her, all the time, 
piercing and inconsolable. The rhythm of the ritual was destroyed, and it 
accomplished little in creating the subjunctive worlds that can help us 
heal at such times. 
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 Such ritual failures are, of course, not limited to the world of China. 
One of us witnessed a similar example in the United States at the funeral 
of a young man, who had been about to enter a long-sought career and 
was to be married in the spring. The funeral was packed to overfl owing 
with many friends and family members, horrifi ed at the untimely death. 
The deceased man’s fi ancée spoke in front of the crowd as a widow with-
out a wedding gown and at one point even cursed the Creator, and this in 
front of an audience that included many learned scholars. Here, too, for a 
moment the ritual’s rhythms broke down, but for the assembled company, 
the structure of meaning held. 

 In both cases, the individual ritual faltered, but the broader rhythms of 
funerals did not. Other funerals followed, again off ering a performance of 
family reintegration and fulfi llment, creating their subjunctive world even 
as everyone knew that some tragedies, in coal mines and in so many other 
ways, would sooner or later occur again. Even these broken funerals could 
later be constructed as repetitions. Rituals, like hearts, sometimes skip a 
beat, but the point of rhythm is that we can trust them to work again the 
next time. 

 Our fi nal example is personal, and on the far smaller scale of a private 
ritual between father and son. When one of us was young—perhaps 11 
years old or so—his father used to wake him each morning for school with 
a gentle push on the boy’s nose. The boy’s eyes would open, he would say 
“Beep!” and both father and son would smile. We have written elsewhere 
about how such privately shared childhood rituals can create a safe space 
to explore images of self and role for which the growing child (and the 
parent, too) may have little other opportunity.   44    Even this brief and very 
simple ritual, with its precise daily rhythm, allowed the man and boy to 
create a little world where they knew they shared a unique connection. 
The boy’s automated “beep,” though not really rationalized or explained 
for either father or son, signifi ed for both the ease and comfort of the 
transaction, like a machine responding easily to a human touch. 

 Like many such childhood rituals, the origins of this one are irretriev-
ably lost. The end, however, is very clearly recalled. One day, the father 
touched the boy’s nose and the boy would not, could not bring himself to 
respond. Somehow all the rest of life—the petty squabbles, the anger at 
sharing and not sharing an identity with the father, the resentment of the 
power of fathers over sons, even in waking them up in the morning—
outweighed the momentary pleasure of that daily ritual. There was no 
premeditation at all, just a sudden refusal to play. The two never exchanged 
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a word about this, but the son caught a look in his father’s eye, or maybe 
it was the other way around, and the ritual was never attempted again. 

 Sometimes, rituals fail to create a subjunctive world, and sometimes 
they end altogether. In this case, we can see the death of the ritual as part 
of the maturation of the child. Entering his teens, the boy was eager to 
abandon the “as if” worlds of childhood. All rituals change, as all societies 
do, but the loss of this particular ritual signals a diff erent kind of crisis. 
With the natural rejection of the rituals of childhood, do we have some-
thing to put in their place? Relations between fathers and sons (and, of 
course, mothers, daughters, siblings, spouses, and all the rest) are as am-
biguous and troubled as relations between neighbors or strangers. We 
often lack the rituals that might replace the ones that we outgrow, and thus 
may struggle to fi nd ways to cross the boundaries and bridge the ambigu-
ities between self and other. This is one of the great crises for American 
families, especially as scattered meals, divergent social worlds, and the 
isolations of new media threaten many of our family rituals and rhythms. 
The Chinese New Year rites, and even their funerals, remind us that ritual 
solutions to that problem still remain open to us. 

 Ritual’s rhythms, the construction of a predictable repetition, create a 
vital sense of shared and social time. Agreeing that we repeat means 
agreeing that we share a past, and knowing when to expect the next ritual 
“beat” means that we also share some sense of our future together. This 
sense of time shapes us into a community of the imagination. Its pulse of 
absence and presence is one way of living with diff erence while accepting 
the ambiguities that it entails. 

 Our third interlude deals directly with this sense of what can and 
cannot be shared. We will begin by continuing our study of the rite of the 
Red Heifer (or at least of later day rabbinic interpretations and exegesis), 
which shows how ritual can move across boundaries and thus foster a 
profound sense of empathy. Ritual purity, we fi nd—at least in the rabbinic 
reading and at least in matters of ultimate concern (death)—encompasses 
an arena of aff ect, moral action, and shared concerns that brings Jews and 
Gentiles into a shared semantic fi eld, even if that would seem almost un-
imaginable for many today. After that, we will return to Chinese cases, 
again to show how boundary crossing is crucial to the very rituals that 
create those boundaries. 

 Our fi elds are so accustomed to think of ritual in terms of separation 
and in-group solidarity that we felt it salubrious to bring examples to the 
contrary. In both Jewish and Chinese cases, we are certainly not  discussing 
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anything like an unbounded, totally open ritual, in which all are invited to 
partake and join. Yet the very structuring of the rite (or sometimes the text) 
allows for the crossing of boundaries, for the move from center to pe-
riphery, from the edge to the core, Gentile to Jew, barbarians to Han Chi-
nese. All of this occurs in a traverse of ambiguous fi elds where order 
meets that which can never be ordered.   
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         Interlude:  Crossing the Boundary 
of Empathy     

 A S  O U R  P R I O R  chapter noted, generations of anthropological and social 
scientifi c thought have taught us to view ritual as boundary construction 
and so as crucial to the establishment of group identities and solidarities. 
This is often the more commonsense view of ritual as well. When off ered 
from a secular perspective, this popular view understands almost all 
ritual as religious and disdains it. When religious, such views tend to feel 
comfortable within their own ritual boundaries but tend to look at the 
rituals of others with a much more jaundiced eye. One would only need 
to recall Slobodan Milosivec’s exhumation and pilgrimage around south-
ern Serbia of King Lazar’s remains as prelude to the wars of 1992–1995 
to substantiate such a view.   1    The outpouring of anti-Semitic sentiment 
in medieval Europe around the time of Christian Easter or the use of 
Purim (Jewish carnival) by right-wing Israeli settlers in the West Bank to 
perpetrate anti-Palestinian outrages shows just how widespread such 
orientations are across religious civilizations. They thus seem to justify 
these negative attitudes toward ritual.   2    

 If ritual were no more than boundary construction, however, empathy 
could function only among non-ritualized peoples and civilizations, and 
we would be forced to understand empathy and fellow-feeling as only pos-
sible outside a ritual order. By this logic, the modern era, with its strong 
devaluation of ritual, should be the most comfortable with empathy. Yet 
such a position is clearly absurd. The antiquity of the concept of empathy 
across many civilizations, the empirical evidence for its presence across 
cultures and times, not to mention the horrifi c and tragic failures of 
 empathy in the modern world, make clear the foolishness of such an un-
derstanding of ritual as somehow essentially antithetical to empathy. 

 We have attempted to argue the opposite, that ritual orientations pre-
sent a unique resource for the development of empathy and an openness 
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to the other, to what is ambiguous and not known. Our argument revolved 
around the claim that since the formalized repetitive acts of ritual create 
the boundaries of an entity (or category) they also delineate what is not of 
that category: defi ning the tick, they bring the tock into focus as well. Rit-
uals also continually oscillate between both, not just defi ning boundaries 
but crossing them. 

 Empathy, we have been claiming, resides in this oscillation between 
self and other, known and unknown, the notated and the ambiguous. Below 
we discuss two cases of such movement. In the fi rst, we return to the 
theme of the Red Heifer, broached in the second interlude, and explore 
the prominent role played by Gentiles in four Aggadic (i.e., non-legalistic, 
more philosophical Rabbinic writings) stories devoted to the Red Heifer, 
the Parah Adumah. We then turn again to the Chinese case and explore 
the ways in which the powers of center and periphery, which we also dis-
cussed in the previous interlude, intertwine with each other by allowing 
people to cross back and forth over the boundaries between them. Some 
of this crossing is physical, as in pilgrimage, but much involves the expe-
rience of such things as eating a meal or getting married. We end this 
case with a brief discussion of Chinese alternatives, mostly from the 
twentieth century, that instead universalize categories. They thus make 
boundary-crossing irrelevant and, we argue, empathy more diffi  cult.    

  Gentiles and the Red Heifer   

 The fi rst story that we present is from Tractate Kiddushin of the  Babylonian 
Talmud: 

 When R. Ulla was asked, “How far should honoring one’s father 
and mother extend?” he replied, “Go and see what a certain heathen 
named Dama ben Netinah did for his father in Ashkelon. Once, the 
sages sought some merchandise from him involving a profi t to him 
of sixty myriads [of gold dinars]. But the key to where the merchan-
dise was kept was under his [sleeping] father’s pillow, and he would 
not disturb him.” 

 [In the style of many of these tractates, the story then begins 
again:] R. Judah said in the name of Samuel: When R. Eliezer was 
asked, “How far should honoring one’s father and mother extend?” 
he replied, “Go and see what a certain heathen named Dama ben 
Netinah did for his father in Ashkelon. Once the sages sought some 
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precious stones from him for the  ephod  at a profi t to him of sixty 
myriads [of gold dinars]. But the key to where the stones were kept 
was under his [sleeping] father’s pillow, and he would not disturb 
him.” 

 The following year, however, the Holy One gave him his reward. 
A red heifer was born to him in his herd. When the sages of Israel 
visited him [intending to buy it], he said to them, “I know about you. 
Even if I were to ask all the money in the world, you would pay me. 
But all I ask of you is the amount I lost because I honored my father.” 

 R. Hanina said: “If one who is not commanded [to honor his 
parents] and nevertheless does is rewarded thus, how much more 
by far one who is commanded and does so?”   3    

   The second story is from the Sifre Zuta, a commentary on the book of 
 Numbers : 

 The elders of Jerusalem were informed of a gentile who had a red 
heifer and they went to him. He requested one thousand gold 
[coins]. He said [to himself ] tomorrow the Jews will say, a heifer that 
has never seen a yoke. He then put a yoke on her. The Jews paid the 
price and requested to see the heifer. He took the heifer out and 
showed it to them whereupon they said to him, “She is useless to us 
[as she had been yoked]; return to us our money.” Because they took 
from him his money, he went to the top of the roof, fell and died.   4    

   The third story is from the Pisikta d’Rav Kahana: 

 It happened that Israel had need of a Red Heifer and could not fi nd 
one; at long last they found one at a heathen’s. They went to him 
and said, “Sell us the heifer you have.” He replied, “Give me my 
price for her and take her.” “And what is your price for her?” “Four 
gold coins at the most.” They replied; “We shall pay it.” While they 
went to fetch the money, the heathen guessed for what purpose 
they needed the heifer. And so when they came back and brought 
the money, he said to them, “I will not sell her to you.” They asked. 
“Perhaps you wish to increase the price? If so, we will pay you all 
you require.” 

 When the scoundrel realized that they were pressing for the 
heifer he kept raising the price. Whey they said, “Take fi ve gold 
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coins,” he did not want to. “Take ten, take twenty, take thirty, fi fty, a 
hundred,” he still refused to sell, until they reached a thousand. He 
consented to sell them the heifer for a thousand gold coins. Having 
fi nally come to an agreement, they once again went to fetch the gold 
coins for him. 

 What did the wicked man do then? He said to another heathen, 
a boon companion of his, “come and see how I fool these Jews. The 
only reason they are trying to get the heifer from me and are willing 
to pay me all that money is because a yoke has never been put on her 
neck, I will take the yoke, put it on her neck, and have some fun at 
their expense, and get their money just the same.” Here is what he 
did: he took the yoke and put it on the heifer for the entire night. 
Now, this is the sign that shows that a heifer has never borne a yoke: 
on her neck, in the place where the yoke is set, are two particular 
hairs which stand upright as long as she had never borne a yoke. But 
as soon as a yoke is set upon her neck, the two hairs are at once bent 
down. And there is still another sign of her never having borne a 
yoke. As long as no yoke has been on her, both eyes look straight 
ahead. After a yoke has been upon her, her eyes have an anxious look 
as she turns her head and rolls her eyes, straining to see the yoke. 

 When they came back with all the gold in their hands, to take the 
heifer from the heathen, he went in and, fi rst removing the yoke 
from the heifer, led her out to them. As soon as he led her out, they 
proceeded to examine her and saw that the two particular hairs that 
should have been straight were bent down and that her eyes were 
rolling back because the yoke has been on her. 

 They said to him. “Take your heifer. We cannot use her now. We 
will not accept her even if you give her to us for nothing.” 

 When the wicked man saw that they were returning his heifer to 
him and that he had come out with hands empty of all those gold 
coins, the very mouth that had said, “I will have my fun at their 
expense,” proceeded to say, “Blessed be He who has chosen this 
nation.” Then he went into his house, strung up a rope and hanged 
himself.   5    

   The fourth story is as follows: 

 A heathen said to Rabban Yohanan ben Zakaai: “The things you 
Jews do appear to be a kind of sorcery. A heifer is brought, is burned 
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up and is pounded [into ashes] and its ashes are gathered up. Then, 
when one of you gets defi led by contact with a corpse, two or three 
drops of water mixed with these ashes are sprinkled upon him, and 
he is told, ‘You are now cleansed!’” 

 Rabban Yohanan asked the heathen, “Has the spirit of madness 
ever possessed you?” He replied, “No.” “Have you ever seen anyone 
possessed by the spirit of madness?” The heathen replied, “Yes.” 
“And have you seen what you people do to the man?” “Roots are 
brought, they are made to smoke under him, and water is splashed 
on him, until the spirit fl ees.” 

 Rabban Yohanan then said, “Do not your ears hear what your 
mouth is saying? A man defi led is like a man possessed by a spirit. 
This spirit is a spirit of uncleanness. When water of lustration is 
splashed on it, it fl ees.” 

 After the heathen left, Rabban Yohanan’s disciples said, “Our 
master, you thrust off  the heathen with a mere reed of an answer, 
but what reply will you give us?” 

 Rabban Yohanan answered, “As you live, the corpse does not 
defi le, nor does the [mixture of ashes and] water cleanse. The truth 
is that the rite of the Red Heifer is a decree of the King who is King 
of kings. The Holy One said: I have set down a statute, I have issued 
a decree. You are not permitted to transgress my decree. ‘This is a 
statute of the Torah.’” (Num. 19:2).   6    

   Whatever else, these four stories certainly seem to mirror the  structural 
ambivalences of the Red Heifer sacrifi ce analyzed in our prior interlude 
(generating both purity and impurity, sacrifi cial in nature but not within 
the Temple precincts, etc.). Certain texts register this ambivalence even 
more explicitly.   7    In a debate between R. Eliezer ben Yaakov and R. Meir 
over the inclusion of Gentiles as benefi ciaries of the rite of the Red Heifer, 
R. Meir advocated their inclusion in the community of people to be 
 purifi ed by the ashes of the Red Heifer. On the other hand, R. Eliezer ben 
Yaakov argued that their inclusion could occur only after they had 
 converted to Judaism to become part of the covenanted peoples. R. Meir’s 
view preserves one meaning of the Biblical text (Numbers 19:10) which 
says: “And the one who gathers the ashes of the cow shall rinse his gar-
ments and shall remain unclean until the evening. And this shall be—for 
the sons of Yisrael and for the stranger who has entered their midst—as 
an everlasting statute.” While R. Meir’s view is not the legally accepted 
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one, the debate itself points us to the core issues that structure the rite of 
the Red Heifer in general, and the place of the Gentiles in the above stories 
in particular. The issue pivots on whether Gentiles are within or outside 
the primary system of social ordering. R. Meir clearly includes them: they 
live among the Israelites, even if they are not “of” them, and are thus to be 
included in this rite of purifi cation. His argument understands them as 
enough part of the community—even as they maintain their status as 
strangers—to benefi t from this rite that purifi es from death. Death, after 
all, is the fate of all human beings, not solely of the covenanted commu-
nity. Death is the negation of social order, not solely Israelite order. It is the 
challenge of meaninglessness posited against all systems of human or-
dering, not solely that revealed to Moses on Horeb. 

 R. Meir’s position, while maintaining the distinctions between Israel-
ite and stranger, nevertheless includes the stranger’s humanity in that 
ritual whose goal is to reassert the human/divine nexus in face of the 
abyss that death opens up. For him, in other words, the ritual creates the 
grounds for empathy. Not so for R. Eliezer ben Yaakov. His boundaries are 
much clearer and hermetically closed—no common humanity in the face 
of death, no recognition of the need to purify the stranger from contact 
with that which eviscerates all meaning. Only when the stranger has con-
verted, only when the stranger has become one with the covenanted com-
munity does he become eligible for the ritual of purifi cation. The stranger, 
regardless of the fact that he is living among the Israelites, remains totally 
outside and beyond the system of shared meanings that defi ne commu-
nity. Beyond the system and its limits, there is no need to include him in 
its rites of purifi cation. Other is other, beyond is beyond, outside is out-
side. System limits are clear, not fuzzy, and not given to ambivalent cate-
gories (a stranger who remains a stranger yet benefi ts from rites of 
purifi cation). Order is to be maintained by keeping the boundaries clear 
and rigid. The rite of the Red Heifer is ultimately all about keeping order 
in the face of that event which is the most threatening of all—death. 

 The diff erent Rabbinic positions thus contrast signifi cantly in their un-
derstanding of the nature of the system of meanings and of its bound-
aries. The disagreement refl ects very diff erent attitudes toward the 
stranger as either included within these meanings or excluded. The pre-
cise meaning of  ger  (“stranger”) is not stable within the Rabbinic tradition. 
R. Meir’s position (that the stranger is a resident alien) is one meaning; 
the other, less empathetic, is that the  ger  is a convert to Judaism (and 
hence, of course, no longer a stranger at all). 
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 In diff erent ways, the Aggadic stories quoted above are ambivalent 
about this issue of the boundaries of the system of meanings, and of who 
resides on these boundaries. Note that in these stories a Gentile, a hea-
then, supplies the Israelites with the Red Heifer. The common theme in 
the fi rst three stories is the role of the Gentiles as suppliers of the Red 
Heifer to the Israelite community. Now while this may represent nothing 
more than supply and demand curves in the bovine market of late antiq-
uity, it seems more likely that something more signifi cant is afoot. After 
all it is quite some time since we have taken the Aggadic literature in the 
Talmud to have unqualifi ed ethnographic value.   8    By representing the Gen-
tiles as suppliers of the Red Heifer, these stories incorporate the Gentiles 
to some extent within the Israelite system of meanings and of ordering. 
Even if the Gentiles do not profi t from the purifi catory aspects of the ritual, 
they have a critical role in making it possible in the fi rst place. One can 
certainly argue that by not being eligible to partake in the ritual, they are 
excluded. But there are diff erent forms of exclusion, and it is clear that 
they are not excluded as irrelevant, as beyond all borders, as totally Other. 
Rather, their very narrative inclusion—and recall, all Rabbinic narrative 
was composed after the destruction of the Temple, when the ritual was no 
longer practiced—as the suppliers of the Red Heifer places them some-
where on the boundaries of the collective experience. They may not be 
properly included (as with R. Meir), but they are not wholly excluded 
either. By acting as suppliers of the Red Heifer, they clearly play a role on 
the boundaries, neither fully included nor fully excluded. In fact, the 
stories recognize Gentiles as necessary for the existence of community. In 
some sense, this state mirrors the deep structural ambivalence that char-
acterizes the rite as a whole. 

 This should not be surprising. Mediating between life and death, and 
so between order and chaos, between meaning and its failure, the ritual 
itself is not open to human understanding, as Rabban Yohanan reminded 
us in the story above. Recall from our earlier interlude that the Red Heifer 
does not easily adhere to any of the other ritual categories (it both is and is 
not a sacrifi ce, it is not in the Temple but does refer to it, it both purifi es 
and generates impurity, it does not invoke intentional action as most sac-
rifi ces do, etc.). This more general structural ambivalence is consistent 
with the role of the ritual—mediating between order and nothingness, it 
necessarily partakes of both. Still, the attributes of nothingness that adhere 
to it must somehow be well circumscribed and guarded against. That is 
why, we suggest, those who prepare the ashes generate impurity. On the 
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level of cosmic or ontological reality, the many legal (Halachic) formula-
tions that preserved the purity of the Red Heifer also help emphasize 
order over the abyss: never yoked, never subjected to any human action 
(even so much as resting one’s arm on her shoulder), prepared by those 
never in contact with the dead (such as children raised in special enclaves), 
totally red with no white hairs, and so on, and so on. 

 While the Halacha struggles with the structural ambivalences of the 
Red Heifer in terms of cosmic ordering and its limits (in death), the four 
Aggadic stories quoted above struggle with a parallel ambivalence related 
to the social system and its limits. This ambivalence no longer resides in 
what is beyond all meaning, but in what is beyond the social or communal 
system, whether Gentile, heathen, or stranger. 

 We begin with the clear implication of the fi rst three stories, that the 
Jewish ritual obligations cannot be fulfi lled without Gentiles. However 
outside the Gentile may be, he is thus fully implicated in both the mate-
rial life (markets and exchange) of the Jew, and in his spiritual or reli-
gious life as well. While an insular orthodoxy today may reject such a 
proposition, the textual material itself points to a much greater ease of 
intercommunal contact, living on the boundaries of one another’s com-
munity rather than totally separate and apart. After all, the fi rst three 
stories (and clearly stories 2 and 3 are versions of the same, though with 
small diff erences) only achieve their rhetorical impact by describing the 
Gentile as a provider of ritual necessities. Gentiles provide that supremely 
important component of the most critical of all rituals of purifi cation, 
one that is so unique as to be beyond cognition, beyond all understanding 
and notation. In this sense, these Aggadic stories represent life itself—
we cannot exist without the other. We need the one who is not us, who 
exists on our boundary, neither us nor totally other, and nonetheless fully 
implicated in our material and social existence. Of course, if we fully 
admitted the other into our own system of meanings and ordering (as in 
R. Eliezer’s position), then he or she would be admitted as well into our 
system of social justice, equity, and rules for the sharing of resources, 
distribution of goods, and so on. Our own codes of notation would fully 
encompass them. They would no longer be totally other. Yet, in these 
stories, the totally other is also fully notated—as an other, that is, as one 
outside our system of meanings and notations. The status and under-
standing of the “stranger within our gates” advocated by R. Meir thus 
speaks signifi cantly to an expansive understanding of precisely that 
boundary between us and them. 
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 The presence of Gentiles in the stories of the Red Heifer is more than 
simply a Rabbinic trope. Rather, they represent a structurally necessary 
component of the whole development of the Red Heifer theology—of 
maintaining order in a world of fuzzy boundaries (between meaning and 
nothingness, life and death, between the community of the covenanted 
and the stranger). The Rabbinical dispute over the defi nition of “red” as 
realist (no white hairs at all) or as nominal (where a certain number of 
white hairs could actually be plucked out, as advocated by R. Akiva) ad-
dresses this issue. R. Akiva’s position recognizes that the nature of our 
categories must be congruent with the nature of the world. This is a world 
that includes Gentiles as purveyors of the Red Heifer (and by implication 
other needs as well). It is not a realist utopia of a world with all truly Red 
Heifers without a single white hair, and all Jews without a single Gentile. 

 In the fi rst three stories, the Gentile fi gures step outside the system of 
expected action and transcend the expected categories of order. In the fi rst 
story, the Gentile’s act is positive and virtuous, doing more than is expected 
of him, not only the fi rst time (in not waking his father), but the second 
time as well (in not requesting an exorbitant price for the Red Heifer, 
which was his reward). In the second and third stories, the Gentile’s act is 
evil, unnecessary and for no expected reward (he had already agreed on a 
price with the potential Jewish buyers). In these stories, the Gentile’s ac-
tions transcend the categories of rational, market-oriented action (which 
would, presumably, not threaten expected profi t through an act of egre-
gious maliciousness). The Gentiles in these stories are either supereroga-
tory when virtuous (which the Jewish tradition calls  l’fnim mishurat hadin , 
literally, “beyond the letter of the law”), or simply motivated by evil inten-
tion ( l’hachis ) when negative. In all cases, they act beyond the given con-
straints of the social system—that is, the system of our notational 
categories—and so illustrate and defi ne what exists at its borders (both the 
good and the evil). Not insignifi cantly and in line with what we have pre-
sented above, the acts of Gentiles illustrate these boundaries, precisely 
through their existence on the boundaries of the covenanted community. 

 In the fi rst story, the Gentile’s actions point beyond the boundary, 
defi ned through positive virtues. His virtue is so great that he does not 
even benefi t fully from his reward (in the price he could have asked for the 
Red Heifer). It can be said that he accepts the universality of our intercon-
nected worldly existence. He would be a model member of the Noachite 
community of peoples (who share normative principles of something akin 
to natural law). He shares in the same problem of death (that problem of 
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theodicy for all believers in a transcendent law) and of the meaningless-
ness that death creates. Standing in the same existential position as the 
Israelite, his actions point to the way of righteousness and to the over-
coming of the absurdity of death in the fulfi llment of moral dictates that 
transcend the law. 

 The second and third stories present a very diff erent scenario. Here, 
too, the boundary fi gures, the Gentiles, point beyond the law through their 
actions—even the relatively simple law of honest market exchanges and 
rational, interest-based calculations. They point, however, to vice rather 
than virtue, to evil and to the workings of the evil inclination. On the 
boundaries of the system, the Gentile does not move to include himself 
within it (as did the fi rst). Rather, he quite purposefully excludes himself 
through his spiteful actions, oriented to no rational result but only to evil 
for evil’s sake. The Gentile in these stories places himself fi rmly outside 
the moral and legal systems. He cannot play the role of the Gentile posited 
by R. Meir. He no longer is on the boundaries of the community, and his 
individual actions did not bring him closer to a shared system of order-
ings, meanings, and visions of justice. Rather, they take him further away, 
beyond all possibility of inclusion—certainly beyond the realm of life-
affi  rming purifi cation that is the very purpose of the ritual. It is signifi cant 
in these stories that death appears (in marked contrast to the sleep of the 
fi rst story). In both stories, death is perhaps the only possible result of 
such evil actions—reaffi  rming theodicy, but in very diff erent terms. Only 
death can meet these Gentiles’ attempts to destroy that purity which itself 
negates the annihilation of death. 

 In these stories, the use of the Gentile allows the Rabbinic tradition to 
explore what the system of ritual rules, regulations and notations cannot 
fully express. Supererogation means, after all, going beyond the necessary 
categories of order. As such, it poses serious diffi  culties for a rule-ordered 
moral or ethical system such as Judaism.   9    In the two stories of evildoers, the 
desire to make a homiletic point may have necessitated the use of the Gen-
tile for something that would have been too painful to express if the char-
acter had been an Israelite. Rhetorically killing off  an Israelite in the two 
stories that ended with the death of the evildoer may have been simply 
too harsh. Had it been presented as the act of a Jew, both the punishment 
(of death) and the very act of separation (in the protagonist’s desire to scorn 
the potential purchasers of the Red Heifer, to humiliate them without 
their knowing) would have been too threatening to the categories of order 
and identity. The Rabbinic tradition shows a marked trend to mitigate the 
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presentation of sinful acts on the part of Jews, to present them as acts of 
unpremeditated lust ( mumar l’teavon ) rather than reasoned and carefully 
thought out acts of religious non-compliance ( mezid ). The use of the Gen-
tile thus allowed the redactor of the stories to make the necessary theolog-
ical point without portraying Jews in too unfavorable a light. Here, too, the 
argument loops back to the necessity to live and interact with others, with 
those beyond one’s own boundaries—sometimes in order to express the 
very essence of what the boundaries themselves defi ne. 

 The fi nal story is much more complicated and deals with much more 
diffi  cult and complex issues, but it has a similar dynamic. The ambiva-
lences and tensions here point to the core of our understanding of reli-
gious praxis. It presents two views. The fi rst compares Jewish purifi cation 
to the Roman’s magic, as effi  cacious action geared to the material (or nat-
ural) world. Religious action appears here as a tool, an implement, in this 
case one made to serve medicinal needs (madness): Prozac for the ancient 
soul. The story, needless to say, rejects and makes light of it as something 
that one told Gentiles (who presumably could not appreciate the subtleties 
of the Rabbinic mind), but with no real commitment to its veracity. 

 The second reason that Rabbi Yohanan gives to his students touches 
the very essence of a traditional Jewish religious life. It affi  rms the tran-
scendent authority of the Almighty, whose ways cannot be known to man-
kind, and whose decrees must nevertheless be abided by. There is no play 
of reason, no possibility to ascertain a rationale for the commandments. 
The commandment resists the give and take of the world and its myriad 
modes of exchange, understanding, negotiation, or even its conception of 
necessity. The commandment  is , just as God  is . Just as signifi cantly, R. 
Yohanan argues that whatever you may have imagined as the natural eti-
ology of impurity and purity is pretty much nonsense. Corpses do not 
defi le, nor does the Red Heifer grant purity. Here the text moves a signifi -
cant step beyond a simple reaffi  rmation of the sovereignty of God. Rather, 
it posits the realm of religious action and meanings in general as beyond 
rational order, not given in any sense by the demands of the empirical 
world. Magic in this sense is rational. It may be mistaken in its premises, 
its assumptions, and its implementation. Its effi  cacy may be open to 
doubt, but it assumes a reasoned set of interventions in the world. Tran-
scendent religion, we are told here, is utterly diff erent. 

 Corpses do not defi le! This is perhaps the most signifi cant statement 
in the whole narrative. After all, in the world of Rabbinic Judaism of the 
period, nothing else approached the degree of impurity caused by contact 
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with the dead. Death is a perennial threat to all aspects of humanly con-
structed order; it negates human existence itself. Yet, corpses do not defi le! 
There is nothing inherent in the corpse, perhaps even in death itself, 
which defi les. We are not—we are told—dealing with natural phenomena, 
with things as they are, with the world as it presents itself to our senses 
and intelligence. We are, rather, dealing with the nominal world as consti-
tuted by the Almighty, a world whose conventions do not grow out of ma-
terial experience. 

 This aspect of impurity as a godly act opens a whole additional layer of 
meanings. In Judaism, things, objects in themselves, do not transfer im-
purity. (Recall that even the dead themselves are not impure, though 
people who come in contact with them are.) Objects can only transfer im-
purity after they have been fashioned by human hands, will, intention, 
and labor, after the material has actually become implicated in the human 
world. Of course, there are myriad debates in the Talmud over defi ning 
the moment in the construction of an artifact that impurity begins to 
adhere to it. This is true of clay utensils, wrought iron, already harvested 
crops (as opposed to those still in the ground), and so on. Impurity is thus 
dual: it is an aspect of an object (as, at some point, things do transfer im-
purity) and also a relationship, a status. These two aspects of impurity, 
moreover, stand in constant tension. 

 This realization allows us to consider the answer to the Roman in a 
more subtle light than our fi rst reading. As is often the case, it is signifi -
cant that the Rabbinic text still preserves and presents the answer to the 
Gentile. R. Yohanan’s assertion that corpses do not defi le and the Red 
Heifer does not purify would not have its tremendous force without its 
contrast to the commonly accepted view that corpses do in fact defi le and 
the Red Heifer does indeed render pure. (After all, to this day, Jewish 
people wash their hands upon leaving a cemetery.) R. Yohanan implicitly 
argued that less-than-critical Jewish ritual practice is thus not that far from 
Roman magic. 

 In this story, too, the Gentile plays a critical role, here embodying 
one pole of the Rabbinic tension between realist and transcendent 
 understandings of religious action. The Gentile understands religious ac-
tion uncritically (as the Roman understands his magic) in terms of an 
empirical effi  cacy (natural or supernatural). This common  understanding 
then allows the leap to the much more radical transcendence of R. Yohanan, 
which subsumes such understanding in the principle of a transcendent a 
priori. 
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 Monotheistic religion has left its most signifi cant mark through this 
position of radical transcendence, relativizing and trivializing the words, 
orders, and notations of the world in light of something beyond all human 
ordering. This position was reiterated close to a millennium later, in an-
other work that also rests on the interaction between Jews and Gentiles—
R. Jehuda Halevi’s  al-Khazari— which argued that: “the approach to God is 
only possible through the medium of God’s command, and there is no 
road to knowledge of the commands of God except by way of prophesy, but 
not by means of speculation and reasoning.”   10    Radical transcendence, 
beyond reason and reasoning becomes accessible only through the 
“opening” of prophesy. 

 With this fourth story, the structural ambivalences of the theodic vision, 
the problems of supererogation and of evil intent that we dealt with in the 
fi rst stories begin to pale in signifi cance. Before, we analyzed the role of the 
Gentile in Aggadic stories that sought to express what could not be totally 
expressed within a system of order, but here we fi nd ourselves in a much 
more diffi  cult position. In essence, R. Yohanan declares that the very system 
of religious meanings cannot express itself in its own terms. Or perhaps, 
phrased diff erently, nothing that can be expressed is fully true. The terms 
of truth lie forever beyond us. The system’s terms (here of religious ritual—
corpses defi le, a Red Heifer purifi es) are only human, and thus incomplete, 
fragile, limited. The Rabbinic system privileges such terms. Rabbis may 
have the last word, but they do not have the only word. Even more impor-
tantly in its very incomplete, fragile, and limited nature, the Rabbinic 
system recalls the Roman’s own understanding. The Roman’s conception 
of the cure for madness still captures a truth of our shared, embodied 
humanity—and so also of both the necessity and limits of notation. 

 In a subtle twist, the Gentile can stand in for the human position tout 
court. He is the negation of the Israelite, but he is just as human as the 
Israelite. His humanity shows in his acts of goodness and in his acts of evil 
intent. He is human in his inherently limited understanding of what we 
do when we “do” religion. The voice of the other is nothing in these stories 
but the unexpressed, repressed voice of the self. When poised over the 
abyss, the other reminds us of our deepest truths and innermost selves. 

 The worlds of the original biblical text and those of the post-Temple 
Rabbinic exegesis come together in concern over the shared human con-
dition. We have pointed in our previous interlude to the importance of 
 hazayah— “sprinkling” as a dedicatory act—in anticipation of Death’s 
threat to the order that humans impose on the world. In an analogous 
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manner, the later Rabbinic focus on the role of Gentiles with respect to the 
Red Heifer may be understood as a kind of dedicatory sprinkling that co-
opts and tames the threat of its own day—the destructive power of Roman 
armies—and domesticates them into the system. Rabbinic culture of this 
period shifted its weapons—from spears to words. Rabbinic sacred space 
is textual, not geographic. To create  their  version of the ashes of the Red 
Heifer, they must go “outside the camp”—into the world of Gentiles, of-
fering their words as a dedicatory act. They celebrate a common humanity, 
the sanctity of embodiment, of fi lial love and respect. By giving honor and 
off ering the dedicatory words off ered, the rabbis tamed chaos and brought 
it back into the Rabbinic geography—the textual sacred space of Rabbinic 
meaning.   11    

 All this takes place in the subjunctive  as if  space provided by both 
ritual and the ritualized exegesis of God’s word.   12    These stories and 
their Rabbinic interpretations provide one kind of grounding for empa-
thy, for an ability to deal with others with mutual respect while not de-
nying that they are fundamentally diff erent. We turn now back to several 
cases from China, which also show how both ritual and daily life require 
rhythmic crossing between known and unknown, center and margin, 
self and other. This view, like the Rabbinic commentaries on the Red 
Heifer, contrasts with alternatives that make boundary crossing—and 
thus empathy—irrelevant or impossible.    

  Crossing Chinese Boundaries   

 Human history so far has granted us no guarantees of living in harmony, 
either with those like us or with the stranger perennially living inside 
our gates. Nevertheless, we are suggesting that ritual may have an impor-
tant role in allowing us to live with diff erence without denying it. The 
Jewish, Confucian, and other ritual-oriented traditions recognize real 
boundaries, real diff erences among us, but they also help us learn to 
cross them. In doing so, they contribute to the public good in a way that 
is not often recognized. 

 The early Confucians in particular theorized the core idea that ritual 
was the key to creating harmony. Ritual allows humanity to cross over its 
diff erences—between ethnicities, classes, and even individuals (often 
through etiquette, which is the interpersonal side of ritual). For Xunzi 
in particular,  li  (typically translated as “ritual”) was the discipline that 
allowed humans to create a society beyond raw power or self-interest. 



Interlude: Crossing the Boundary of Empathy   135 

Secular or sacred,  li  is what lets us deal with the other. Much later, the 
neo-Confucians of the Song dynasty encouraged a popularization of  li  by 
authoring manuals of how to perform ritual properly at home. 

 According to the  Analects , Confucius himself argued that “among the 
functions of  li  the most valuable is that it establishes harmony” (1:12).   13    
He clarifi ed a bit later when he said that the “superior man harmonizes 
without being the same, the inferior man is the same without harmo-
nizing” (13:23). This is often taken to mean the obvious fact that an ad-
visor who agrees all the time is not very useful. At a deeper level, though, 
the idea gets at a core role of ritual—not to reduce people to identical 
units, but to allow them to live together with genuine diff erence. The 
commentaries of the  Zuozhuan  expound at greater length on this, using 
the metaphors of food and music, both of which require the careful 
combination of diff erence to please us, and both of which collapse into 
banality without it. 

 This early emphasis on ritual explains why the Board of  Li , one of the 
main national ministries in later dynasties, was responsible for a set of 
practices that seem unrelated to modern eyes. These included overseeing 
obvious rituals, like the annual cycle of ceremonies, led by the emperor, at 
altars around every administrative city. Yet they also included responsi-
bility for the reception of tribute from foreign lands, because this, too, was 
a way of dealing with diff erence. They supervised the civil service exami-
nations as well, because these determined candidates’ understanding of  li  
as the human relationships that negotiate across our internal social diff er-
ences of parents and children, rulers and subjects, or friends. Ritual, in 
this view, allows us to live together, even in an imperfect world riven 
through with signifi cant diff erences of identity and interest. 

 Here we want to return to a few specifi c examples of how this worked 
in practice in Chinese societies, all based around the diff erences between 
center and periphery, between self and other, which we outlined in the 
previous interlude. There we discussed two Chinese images of power that 
coexisted, one descending from a center like the emperor and spatially 
idealized in the lineage land of fertile valleys, and one coming from beyond 
the margins of those valleys, imagined in mountain peaks and “uncivi-
lized” peoples. Together these forms of power represented a fundamental 
imaginary of diff erence in China, often discussed in Confucian terms as 
“civilization” and “barbarism.” In both these forms, however, the bound-
aries are open to play and manipulation, rather than annotating a clear 
and precise line like a political boundary or a defensive moat. People in 
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China regularly crossed the gap between center and periphery in both 
physical and mental space. 

 We will begin with pilgrimage, which was an obvious way to cross 
between the diff erent powers of edge and center, at least temporarily. Late 
imperial China, like modern China, allowed for a great deal of religious 
mobility. Supporters of a local temple might visit a mother temple else-
where or an allied temple in another town. People would make longer 
journeys to visit temples with a particular reputation for effi  cacy. While 
important temples that attracted pilgrims existed in a wide variety of geog-
raphies, from distant peripheries to major cities, the most famous and 
important pilgrimages were to the temples of China’s “sacred mountains.” 
Almost all of these sites were in areas that were diffi  cult to reach: China’s 
internal borderlands that fell between the major political and economic 
units. Even for those mountains that were not so far off , climbing up the 
mountain itself off ered a taste of the physical hardship and geographic/
ecological change that characterized the more distant pilgrimages. 

 Part of the appeal was the altered environment—the palpable experi-
ence of diff erence—which elite pilgrims tended to comment on as much 
as they did the temples themselves.   14    They admired the rugged peaks and 
wondered at the strange lights and fogs that illuminated the sky. Their 
descriptions help us remember that the empowered edge was a general 
experience of otherness, not strictly a religious one. The temples were 
important, but so was the companionship of friends in a strange place, the 
alien aura of an unfamiliar physical and social environment, and the idea 
of retracing the steps and experiences of important people who had already 
visited and written about these places. Seen in this light, religious pil-
grims are not really very diff erent from more modern boundary-crossings 
toward the empowered edge, like nature or ethnic tourism. In all cases, 
the experience reminded people that diff erences were real and that, at 
least temporarily, they could be bridged. And that realization, we are ar-
guing, lies at the heart of a capacity for empathy. 

 While trips on such extended pilgrimages were rare for most people, 
they still had a clear rhythm of seasonality, where one could watch the 
neighbors going or watch strangers passing through each year. One could 
even argue that worshipping at a purely local temple was much the same 
kind of rhythmic crossing between kinds of power, even with no signifi -
cant physical movement. This is because gods usually combined both 
sorts of power. They showed the power of the imperial center because of 
their titles (often bestowed by the worldly emperor), because their images 
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and temples shared a great deal of iconographic signifi cance with magis-
trates and their offi  cial compounds, and because people quite often made 
the direct comparison of gods to bureaucrats.   15    Yet most gods also in-
cluded an unruly aspect, some form of power from well beyond imperial 
and bureaucratic proprieties. They included drunken and lascivious 
monks, children, fi erce warriors, suicides, murderers, and a great many 
women.   16    

 Thus, while no one uses the word “pilgrimage” to discuss it, a trip to 
the neighborhood temple brought people to the borders and ambiguities 
between both forms of power in a way not so very diff erent from a long 
pilgrimage to a sacred mountain. One could even argue that just lighting 
a stick of incense for gods on a home altar did the same thing. Here the 
rhythms of boundary crossing are even clearer, occurring each day at 
home for some people, or on the fi rst and fi fteenth days of every lunar 
month. The orderly progression of ritual tick and tock ordered time just as 
powerfully as the agricultural cycle. These rhythms help to ritualize the 
process of crossing boundaries (between human world and spirit world, 
between valley agriculture and mountain wildness), creating a shared 
time that eases the crossing. 

 People also fl owed from physical periphery to core, of course, more for 
economic and political reasons than for spiritual ones. Typical examples 
include beggars, sojourners, and the people who make up the current 
“fl oating” populations. While such people hope to capitalize on the eco-
nomic power of the center, they also bring to the center a bit of the power 
of the edge, adding a hint of fear to the loathing that local people often feel 
toward them. All of this movement—from center to edge and from edge 
to center—is usually intended to be temporary. That is, it does nothing to 
negate the diff erences between the two forms of spatialized power, but 
simply allows people to intertwine the boundaries for a while, playing with 
the edge but not dissolving it. 

 In a very diff erent way, a late imperial Chinese garden also accom-
plished a kind of pilgrimage in reverse, bringing the empowered edge to 
the center. Many gardens featured miniatures of the exotic landscapes 
of the periphery. Twisty paths might mimic in miniature trails through 
rugged rocky landscapes, allowing a garden stroll to conjure up thoughts 
of Daoist immortals wandering hidden paths in sacred mountains. Un-
usual objects that clearly showed the wild fl ow of hidden energies ( qi ) in 
unusual stones ( qishi ) or twisted trees helped reproduce the feelings of 
being at the edge of the world. It was not even necessary to leave the house 
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to get a taste of the empowered edge through miniatures of such objects 
placed on a desk or shelf. One could thus stay home and still experience 
both sides of this fundamental diff erence between center and edge.   17    
Empathy may not be directly involved here, since gardens are not humans, 
but the conclusion that the world is fundamentally plural, and that very 
great diff erences can have a place even within each of us, is an important 
step toward dealing with other people in an empathetic way. 

 The boundary between center and edge in China is not an absolute 
line, but it is absolutely necessary to both ways of imagining power. It is 
always there, yet it can also always be crossed. In a sense, the two kinds of 
power off ered multiple identities, so that people could associate them-
selves with the power of the center (worshipping their ancestors, perhaps) 
and then with the edge (going off  to enjoy their garden). This is parallel to 
the work of ritual. Ritual, at a minimum, draws a boundary between the 
world that ritual itself creates through its performative actions and the 
world outside the ritual context. At the same time, it allows us to cross 
back and forth over that boundary.   18    Most crucially, the inherent ability to 
cross boundaries without dissolving them forms part of the ability to 
empathize, to imagine oneself as if one were the other, while still recog-
nizing the fundamental diff erences. In that sense, it may be vital for all 
human society. 

 Chinese authorities sometimes tried to cut off  this possibility, at least 
in the immediate physical sense of trying to make it impossible to travel 
or trade between center and edge, between civilization and barbarism. The 
Great Wall was such an attempt, as were the many ditches that were con-
structed in late imperial times to try to cut off  all connections between 
Han and indigenous groups.   19    The idea was to prevent the Han from 
taking economic advantage of the indigenous people, and to prevent in-
digenous violence against the Han. None of these barriers worked very 
well, however, at restricting either trade or violence. In the end, Chinese 
most of the time accepted the powers of both center and edge, with the 
boundaries between them, and with the dangers and opportunities of 
crossing back and forth. 

 We can see one example in the public processions and festivals that 
villages and neighborhoods across China have long organized. Neigh-
boring communities often had tense relations with each other, where dis-
putes over land, irrigation water, livestock damage, marriage disputes, and 
all the other tensions of daily existence could easily blow up into violence. 
Within a village, mechanisms through lineages or temples could often 
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help resolve such disputes, but these possibilities weakened quickly out-
side the local community. 

 Processions of local gods often cross community lines, and thus have 
close ties to intercommunity relations. These traditions of processions 
continue or have been revived across many parts of China, Taiwan, and 
Hong Kong. Processions and other major temple rituals often require 
complex coordination and may attract tens or sometimes hundreds of 
thousands of worshippers. They are a strong indication of local society’s 
capacity to organize itself without the direct involvement of the state. 

 Much of this religious mobilization of local social capital fi ts a standard 
Durkheimian view of ritual as a way of marking boundaries and increasing 
solidarity within the group. This is particularly clear when gods leave their 
temples in processions to tour their territories, carefully marking the edges 
of their turf. These events recall, and to some extent mimic, late imperial 
magistrates touring the extent of the areas they controlled. Just as a touring 
magistrate would bring an escort of civilian aides and military guards, gods 
bring their own retinues of heralds, secondary gods, and spirit soldiers. 
While the god is typically embodied in a wooden statue and carried in a 
sedan chair, the retinue consists of local young men (and occasionally 
women) dressed in appropriate costume and makeup. Infused with the 
power of the god, some performers may bloody themselves with ritual 
weapons (especially in Taiwan and the far south of China) and others per-
form intricate martial routines, complete with spears, swords, and shields.   20    

 Boundary creation is clear here, yet processions and festivals also bring 
us directly to the boundary-crossing work of ritual. Visits between temples 
provide one way in which this occurs. Among the most elaborate of these 
are visits back to a temple of origin. This has been increasingly important 
in Taiwan as the possibility of a deity’s return to a mother temple on the 
mainland has opened up. The small Taiwanese town of Lukang is home to 
an important temple, the Tianhou Gong, which is one of the oldest in 
honor of Mazu, the predominant goddess on the island. When one of us 
was doing research there in 2006, the goddess was just returning from a 
visit to the mother temple in Meizhou, Fujian. As part of the welcome, the 
temple organized a massive procession that included dozens of young 
men blowing long trumpets, 108 women dressed as the Buddhist arhats, 
countless people dressed as Qing dynasty yamen runners, and many other 
performers of all kinds. It was easy to see the enormous reserves of social 
capital that this temple could mobilize. Leading the procession were per-
forming groups from other temples, along with their own gods in sedan 
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chairs. That is, gods were greeting each other across temple boundaries, 
rather than Mazu simply reiterating her own boundaries. We should also 
recall that the visit to the mainland itself was a crucial boundary crossing, 
an unrecognized but vital part of how the tense relations between China 
and Taiwan are actually being negotiated on the ground. 

 On a smaller scale, something similar happened in front of the 
Lukang temple almost every day during the research, as gods from all 
over Taiwan would come to visit. The details varied widely from one 
group to the next, but the basic structure of the ritual was always the 
same. The visiting deity, sitting in his sedan chair, would stop before the 
entrance to the temple while his retinue exorcised the temple plaza and 
showed its respect (and the visiting deity’s power). They accomplished 
this through the performance of traditional martial displays like a dragon 
dance or the popular form in Taiwan called the Eight Infernal Generals. 
Possessed mediums would also perform until their blood fl owed. Finally, 
the visiting god would approach the temple in three rapid thrusts and 
retreats before fi nally entering, the equivalent of a kowtow. The visiting 
god’s followers were close behind, and they would burn incense to honor 
the host goddess. Community boundaries are certainly marked here, but 
in a way that allows them to be crossed through godly versions of human 
etiquette. 

 There was, of course, always the danger that these forms of spiritual 
etiquette could break down—just like secular etiquette. Gods, like humans, 
can snub each other by refusing to visit each other or to act respectfully. 
Martial performance groups from diff erent villages usually dealt with each 
other with ritual care if they happened to meet during their processions, 
but could occasionally come to blows. Ritual is no guarantee of peace or 
even of empathy, but it does at least off er a stage on which empathy 
between diff erent or even opposed groups can occur. 

 We can see this in another form in the display of armed chickens in 
 fi gure  3.2  . The chickens march in a military formation called a  Songjiang 
Zhen . Groups of male performers, marching along with gods, often reen-
act this same formation. In this case, the chickens are off erings laid out 
for the major summer ritual held to pacify the hungry ghosts, who have 
been temporarily released from the underworld. That is, rather than pa-
trolling the borders of a god’s territory like the humans, they both mark 
and cross the boundaries between the living and the dead. Their rhythmic 
array, marked by the pulse of each chicken repeating the next one without 
ever being identical, recalls the rhythms of the ritual itself.       
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  Conclusion   

 There were other ways of imagining power in China beyond the duality of 
central and peripheral power and the ritual crossings between them. Per-
haps there are many additional ways of thinking about power, but let us add 
just one here: a de-spatialized and universal conception in which distinc-
tions of center and edge are no longer relevant, and there are no signifi cant 
boundaries: the world is homogeneous. For imperial China, this occurred 
especially in some Buddhist conceptions of the universe. While secular dif-
ferences in political and economic power certainly existed in a Buddhist 
understanding of the world, all those distinctions were really just illusory. At 
a more fundamental level, the Buddha-nature existed in exactly the same 
way in all of us, locking us into the suff ering of reincarnations but also of-
fering each of us the possibility of an escape into nirvana. The Buddha’s own 
wanderings, reiterated later by monks who wandered from one temple to 
another, fi t with this view where specifi c spaces were relatively unimportant. 

    figure 3.2     Chicken Formation  
  Photograph by Robert P. Weller.    
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 By the twentieth century, however, other universalisms began to out-
weigh Buddhism. These were the tropes of a globalizing modernity. Its 
images had roots in the European Enlightenment, and had spread rapidly 
from the nineteenth century as a set of claims about universal civilization 
based on the notions of individual autonomy, equality, and rationality. All 
of these values, as loudly proclaimed in pivotal documents like the Ameri-
can Declaration of Independence of 1776 or the French Declaration of the 
Rights of Man and of the Citizen of 1789, saw people as essentially the 
same over space and time. 

 There were still boundaries in this conception of the world, of course. 
This period had, for example, brought a hardening of political boundaries 
as the concept of a nation-state replaced earlier notions of the polity, in-
cluding the Chinese one. The ideology of the nation-state provides a good 
example of how universalism and boundary creation could go together. In 
great contrast to the idea of an empire, every person within the boundaries 
of the nation-state was fundamentally the same as all the others, with the 
same rights. This peaked with the “one race, one language, one culture” 
conception of the nation-state that became so important in the late nine-
teenth century, and whose consequences still echo in ethnic cleansings 
around the world. Taken to this extreme, we see a universalism applied 
only within the boundaries of the ethno-political unit; others are not fully 
human, or at least not citizens, and so do not have the same rights. At the 
same time, the boundaries become tighter, less permeable, more like 
brick walls. Empathy beyond the border is lost, along with the rhythms of 
boundary crossing. 

 The alternative—seen in Marx’s vision of Communism, for instance—
was no boundaries at all. The entire globe became a single nation-state. 
Modern money, in a sense, accomplishes the same thing. It recognizes no 
boundaries and makes no discriminations. Rock-hard boundaries or no 
boundaries (that is, boundaries drawn around the world as a whole) are 
not really so diff erent, however. Both deny any fundamental diff erences 
among people of one’s own group, and absolutize diff erences beyond 
them (either over the border or between humans and other creatures). In 
either case, the openness to boundary-crossing of a space-based concep-
tion of power like China’s was lost. 

 To some extent, as many studies have documented, the unbounded 
globalization of the last century has had a certain eff ect of fl attening the 
world and making all spaces the same.   21    Even something as apparently 
trivial as the rise of the hamburger is only the surface evidence of a much 
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deeper change. A meal at McDonald’s does not just substitute meat patties 
and French fries for rice and bamboo shoots; it changes the structure of 
the meal itself, where the contrast between the staple starch and side 
dishes—between center and periphery—is lost in favor of the fast-food 
version of the standard American meat and potatoes. More than this, the 
rise of the hamburger points to the new kinds of time discipline that 
change eating habits, to the rise of a youth and child culture that demands 
new kinds of public spaces, and even to imported notions of health and 
hygiene. In practice, however, these globalized and universal ideas have 
not utterly replaced what came before them in much of the world. Cer-
tainly they have not done so in Chinese societies, where most meals still 
center on a staple, and where consumption of powerful foods from the 
edge is probably higher than ever. This new conception of the world, how-
ever, challenges earlier notions of space and power by making all spaces 
appear alike. 

 We can see this just as clearly in the world of religion, where the twen-
tieth century brought increased popularity for a wide range of universal-
izing religious ideologies, all very diff erent from the strongly place-based 
nature of China’s local temple religion. Christianity, especially Protestant-
ism, is the most obvious example of a set of ideas meant to be equally true 
for all times, places, and peoples. While never as successful in China as in 
some other parts of the world, it has had a signifi cant impact both through 
direct conversions (perhaps currently accounting for 5 percent of the pop-
ulation) and by leading other groups to emulate some of its techniques. 

 It is not merely coincidence that the Protestant movement, especially 
at its origins, also ushered in a powerful anti-ritualist sentiment, seen 
most clearly in the radical cleansing of Europe’s churches that wiped out 
thousands of images of saints, reduced art and music to the service of 
pedagogy, and destroyed the altars themselves in favor of unadorned 
spaces. The resulting emphasis on purity and sincerity of notated belief 
rather than on ritual action had an enormous infl uence around the world. 
It shows up in China most clearly in the early twentieth century, when the 
Nationalist government adopted a Protestant-inspired defi nition of reli-
gion based on belief that includes neither local temple worship nor Con-
fucianism itself. The Communists accepted much the same framework, 
and both regimes repressed expressions of local ritualism. 

 The importance of universal ideologies, and perhaps the indirect impact 
of Christianity, also helps to explain the extraordinary popularity of new 
forms of Buddhism, especially those growing out of late twentieth-century 
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Taiwan. Buddhism remade itself from an escape from the secular world to 
allow personal cultivation, and from a provider of ritual services to the 
people, into a powerful and successful way for people to live in a booming 
market economy. Many of the redemptive sects—syncretic groups with 
strong Buddhist connections—that have thrived especially since the early 
twentieth century also transcend all the earlier understandings of space 
based on center and edge. Both the Buddhists and the sectarian groups 
have pre-modern origins, of course, but their great success over the past 
century certainly relates to the new conceptions and realities of market and 
politics that were coming in from overseas. 

 All of these universalisms, in China and beyond, in spite of their diff er-
ences from each other, treat boundaries quite unlike the powers of center 
and edge. They leave very little room for substantive diff erences among 
people. In the public sphere, at least, all citizens are identical, and any diff er-
ences (from religious loyalty to sexual preference) are purely private matters. 
The problem in practice is that those diff erences have in reality often turned 
out to be both public and intractable, as we can see in the violence of parts of 
the Middle East, the Balkans, and Africa, but also more mildly in confl icts 
over gay Episcopalian bishops or head scarves for Muslim students in France. 

 The universalism that has globalized since the late nineteenth century 
is in some ways less constrained than the ones that preceded it in China, 
like Buddhism or the sectarian religious traditions. Backed up by the 
global economy and widely shared political understandings (like the na-
tion-state as the basic unit of international organization), current univer-
salisms have more power than anything comparable in late imperial 
China. Nevertheless, they have never fully succeeded, and people on the 
ground have met them with combinations of acceptance, resistance, re-
placement, reinvention of tradition, and creative bricolage. Whether we 
examine food, religion, or any of the other topics touched on here, the new 
ideas have added another possibility for people rather than causing the 
wholesale loss of what came before. 

 One crucial contrast between these universalizing ideas and a spa-
tially rooted dynamic of center and edge, as we have argued, is in the 
conception of boundaries and how they can be traversed. Boundaries are 
inevitable in the center/edge understanding, but can be negotiated across 
in all the ways that we have discussed. The universal world instead ima-
gines either no boundaries (all the world as Christendom or all as a free 
trade zone, for instance) or impassable boundaries (all the “world” of the 
 nation-state as Serbs with no room for Croats, for instance). 
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 Empathy requires a double move—a recognition that other people are 
fundamentally diff erent from “us,” but that they also share enough 
common humanity with us to allow recognition. We saw this in both the 
ritualization of potentially dangerous intercommunity relations in China 
through parades of gods, as in the Rabbinical reworking of understand-
ings of the most important purifi cation rites in Judaism. The rhythmic 
shaping of space and time through ritual is especially clear in the Chinese 
cases of pilgrimage and procession. For the Red Heifer, the rhythms occur 
not so much in the ritual itself (which has not actually been performed for 
millennia, if at all) but in the repetitive descriptions in the texts and in 
their study. 

 Mechanisms that allow us to communicate peacefully across bound-
aries include much that we have discussed here: rituals that cross bound-
aries between human and spirit, between counterposed communities, 
between Jews and Gentiles. This ability to live with and across boundaries 
is crucial for society—it is at the heart of the capacity for genuine plu-
ralism and for human empathy. Modern universalisms have tended to 
leave the problem of boundaries unsolved, and sometimes even unrecog-
nized, because everyone is seen as an autonomous individual rather than 
as a member of a community. The continuation and adaptation of older 
ways of understanding the universe may yet prove important as we still 
struggle to learn how to live with genuine diff erence.   
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 Shared Experience     

 T H E  U N I V E R S A L I Z I N G  D I S C O U R S E S  that we brought up at the end of 
the previous interlude hark back to our earlier discussion of notation. Uni-
versals, by defi nition, abstract away from the particularities of time and 
place. They set up categories within which all people are the same, but 
where the boundaries between categories can be quite diffi  cult to cross—
the nation-state and its “folk” as opposed to the alien others, or the saved 
versus the damned. They deal with ambiguities by trying to minimize 
them. This attitude diff ers signifi cantly from the ritualizing eff ort to con-
struct alternate subjunctive worlds, dealing with ambiguity by making it 
possible to cross between worlds, to accept more than one version of reality. 

 Ritual, which puts brackets around particular contexts, thus contrasts 
with universalism, which dissolves the particularity of all contexts. 
Scholars of language have long made a similar kind of distinction, and 
following some of their arguments will help us distinguish a third way of 
dealing with ambiguity that diff ers from both notation and ritual. We can 
begin with Basil Bernstein’s famous and controversial proposal that we 
distinguish between two major forms of language use, which he called an 
elaborated code and a restricted code. 

 An elaborated code, for Bernstein, is fl exible in a way that makes it 
diffi  cult to predict what syntactic alternatives a speaker will choose; such 
language is labile and variable. A restricted code, on the other hand, draws 
from a much narrower range of alternatives, and defi nes the choices much 
more rigidly. This is not a matter of having an impoverished vocabulary, 
but rather of the context determining much of what will be said in a re-
stricted code.   1    For example, Bernstein pointed to the frequent use of words 
like “this” and “that” in restricted codes—words that cannot be under-
stood apart from the immediate context. 

 The most controversial element of this proposal was the way in which 
Bernstein rooted the two forms in very diff erent social matrices. Elaborated 
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codes, he argued, work well in the kind of complex, open, and ever-changing 
environments and social systems of the modern city. Restricted codes 
instead tie to clearly demarcated systems of social roles. Bernstein thus saw 
a kind of  gemeinschaft  and  gesellschaft  of language. While he was careful not 
to pass a value judgment, his assertion that the British working class is held 
back in part by socialization into restricted codes has been very controver-
sial, even as it has strongly infl uenced some educational policy to promote 
standard varieties of language for all children. 

 How then should modern, urban people deal with social and personal 
boundaries? Bernstein implies that they need to rely on linguistic codes 
that are detached from the immediate context, that deal with individuals 
rather than social categories, that off er abstracted and universalizing rea-
soning rather than rules bound by tradition. In answer to the child’s 
demand to know why she has to come to dinner, the user of an elaborated 
code explains the importance of good nutrition, or cites the various studies 
that show that family dinners correlate with children who have fewer be-
havioral problems. The user of a restricted code can just say “Because I’m 
your mother and I said so.” In a way, then, Bernstein’s work suggests a 
social grounding for a language built for notation on the one hand, and a 
relatively ritualized and repetitive language on the other. 

 While restricted codes are somewhat ritualized, however, they are not 
rituals. Compared to a ritual like Jewish morning prayers or Chinese 
ancestor veneration, that is, they are not rhythmically repetitive, not 
purely formal, not entirely restricting of the individual’s choices, and do 
not have predictable outcomes. William Labov, a sociolinguist who has 
been a important critic of Bernstein, argued that the more notational 
elaborated codes in fact conveyed little more substance than restricted 
codes, and that in actual use they are as much “turgid, redundant, and 
empty” as they are fl exible and analytical.   2    By the same token, restricted 
codes in practice express a wide range of meanings and are quite fl exible 
in context. 

 We do not need to follow through on the details of their argument, nor 
do we have the expertise. We bring it up, however, because it moves us 
toward a third way of thinking about how people can live with ambiguity. 
Sociolinguists like Labov have insisted that the particulars of addresser 
and addressee, and of setting and event, are crucial to understanding every 
linguistic statement.   3    While abstract notational codes make any utterance 
possible in theory, real speech always brackets out many of those possibil-
ities to position communication within a  particular context. 
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 It is possible, for example, to learn to tie knots through an abstract 
language of bights and overhand knots. We can thus describe a bow as 
tying an overhand knot, followed by forming bights out of the two ends 
and tying a second overhand knot. In fact, however, nearly no one learns 
to tie a bow through such a language. Instead, we learn to tie our shoes 
by watching our parents and imitating their actions. The only knot that 
most of us learn through language is a bowline, in which we make a 
rabbit hole and use the end of the rope to have a bunny come out of the 
hole, run around a tree, and dive back into the hole. A story of rabbits 
hopping in and out of holes uses a completely diff erent kind of language 
than that of bights and overhand knots. It is a highly restricted code that 
does not generalize at all beyond its immediate use. Sailors and other 
knot-tying virtuosos may require the language of abstraction, but for the 
needs of most of us, imitation and bunny stories are far more memorable 
and useful. 

 This kind of shared experience—of parents showing children how to 
tie their shoes or to make the bunny go around the tree—forms the main 
topic of this chapter. Like ritual and unlike notation, shared and contextual 
experience deals with ambiguity in part by bracketing it temporarily away 
and allowing the context to defi ne a subjunctive world. Unlike ritual and 
like notation, however, this kind of interaction is open-ended and goal-
oriented. We are not so interested in knots, of course, but in the sorts of 
interactions in which Muslim and Orthodox Christian Bosnians, or Han 
and Uyghur Chinese, can put aside their deep diff erences and painful 
memories, and instead just fi nd a way to build a hospital or a school to-
gether—in short: shared experience.    

  Context and Flexibility   

 Experience is always particular. It is rooted in a context, a unique confi gu-
ration of actors, actions, interests, and forces (natural as well as human). 
The perennial question, however, is how much of that very concrete expe-
rience we can abstract to serve as a basis or model for behavior and predic-
tion in other experiences. Experience also carries with it its own ambiguities. 
We can never know the full extent of all of the actors, actions, interests and 
forces at work in any given situation, as we saw in our earlier discussion of 
Job. We do the best we can, in the hope that it will be good enough. 

 Notation and ritual are, as we have seen, two historically signifi cant 
ways of dealing with the ambiguities of life. Notation, in its most abstract 
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form, attempts to impose a preconceived grid on experience—an interpre-
tive template drawn from some ideal set of all previously similar experi-
ences that will provide an ideal context and interpretive vision for it. This 
is sometimes enormously helpful. For example, if we can identify the tool 
in front of us as a screwdriver regardless of its size, color, or the handle’s 
material, then we can also identify the relevant purposes of the tool (tight-
ening screws). In other cases, however, such notation can be tragically 
fallacious—for instance, if we take the uncivil behavior of our neighbor to 
be just another example of what we already “know” about all Jews, or Mus-
lims, or Blacks, or whichever group we may have prejudiced feelings 
toward. The shortcut to knowledge provided by our invocation of predeter-
mined categories (notations) can be, depending on the relevant realm, a 
great boon or a blinding prejudice. 

 Notation tends to work better with inanimate objects than with individ-
uals or groups of individuals, invested with “free will.” Free will imbues 
every human situation, encounter, meeting, and dialogue with an ontolog-
ical openness that no category can ever fully circumscribe—however 
subtle or sophisticated. Of course, we use notation just as often in our 
dealings with humans as in our dealings with screwdrivers; it just does 
not work as well. Notate though we will, we still fall in love, we get into 
fi ghts, we (hopefully) change our opinions, we learn, we forget. Every day 
we tickle and get tickled, splash in the mud, break into an imitation of a 
famous singer or actor, and in short constantly show the impossibility of 
notation as sole indicator and guide to human behavior and interaction. 

 Ritual serves as an additional and critical tool that lets us be together 
despite the openness of all our encounters (and hence the limits of any 
externally imposed category of interpretation). Ritual’s formalism and its 
repetitions provide a vehicle for human sociability while not denying the 
ambiguity that is part and parcel of sociability itself. Ritual factors in am-
biguity, as we pointed out above, in the example of the tock that is inherent 
in every tick. If it were truly biologically or neurologically impossible to 
step outside roles and social expectations, there would be no need for ci-
vility, courtesy, or the rules of etiquette. The rules apply precisely because 
such possibilities are always with us—sometimes threatening, sometimes 
beckoning, sometimes both at once. 

 Ritual’s rhythms provide predictability and so create an arena where 
people can interact and share a world. They create what we have termed a 
“shared subjunctive”—as when entering a theater or concert, or for that 
matter a tennis court or baseball stadium or court of law. Bracketing out 
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myriad aspects of reality, defi ning them as extraneous to the actions of 
ritual, allows us to construct a shared experience, despite the inherent 
limitations of notation per se and its ultimate insuffi  ciency in providing 
the basis for world construction. 

 Like notation, however, ritual too can break down (as discussed in 
 chapter  3  ). Much of the world is today, for better or worse, much less ritu-
alized than it once was. We have already discussed how notation has in-
creasingly taken the place of ritual as the primary enabler of human 
interaction in many societies—though we tend to be skeptical as to just 
how effi  cient this may in fact be. The inherent limits of notation and the 
rather de-ritualized nature of much social life today suggest that it may be 
especially fruitful to return to the particularities of experience and its con-
texts. Hence we will attempt to sound out shared experience, to take its 
pulse free of any imposed ritual meter or externally defi ned criteria of 
meaning through notation. We hope in this way to show its resources for 
dealing with the ambiguity that adheres to all experience. 

 As a beginning, let us return to Basil Bernstein’s critical idea of elabo-
rated and restricted codes of speech—as modes of directing behavior, or-
ganizing experience, and controlling impulse. He sees them, in brief, as 
ways of organizing the various forms of ambiguity that accompany experi-
ence. Rather than starting from his rooting of the two codes in diff erent 
social structures, however, we will carry the idea in a diff erent direction. 
The most famous reworking of Bernstein’s categories was Mary Douglas’s 
identifi cation of two dimensions of variation:  grid  (to represent the degree 
of elaboration of categories, loosely based on Bernstein’s elaborated and 
restricted codes) and  group  (the degree of social pressure toward confor-
mity, revised from Bernstein’s variation between positional and personal 
forms of family control). These two continua led Douglas to an all-encom-
passing ordering of virtues, sins, ideas of self, and forms of art.   4    We also 
propose two dimensions of variation. Like Mary Douglas, we move away 
from Bernstein’s reduction of linguistic variation to class-based social 
structure, but we also vary from her version. 

 For our purposes, the most revealing diff erence between elaborated 
and restricted codes is between content-free and content-rich grids of un-
derstanding—between more and less abstract systems of thought and or-
ganization. Bureaucratic organizations and the language through which 
they are explained, enacted, maintained, and sanctioned are examples of 
the former, while the lived structuring of kinship as it varies across the 
world shows the latter form (no matter how much anthropologists may 
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analyze kin groups by abstracting from context). The same diff erence 
holds with, for example, with the organization of a Starbucks franchise as 
a case of the former, and a drug deal of the latter. 

 We fi nd it useful to bisect this continuum with another dimension—
not exactly forms of social control (as in Mary Douglas’s idea of group), 
but the attendant value of fl exibility and infl exibility. That is, we distin-
guish whether our systems of ordering, or even the way in which we 
respond to information, are more fl exible, or if they tend to be rigid and 
imprisoned within preexisting categories. We mean here information of 
whatever kind—social or natural, formal or informal—anything from a 
passerby’s “Good morning” (or failure to respond to our salutation) to the 
shifting ground of an earthquake, from a message from City Hall concern-
ing our water meter to a group of people doing the  salat  at the airport.    

 We can imagine the resulting grid as a matrix on which to map the 
responses to ambiguity that we have been presenting, as in  fi gure  4.1  . 
Ritual appears in the upper left-hand corner, as a form of highly context-
bound and infl exible response. Ritualization involves formalization, and 
thus has relatively little room for variation within its appropriate context. 
What we have been calling shared experience is also highly contextualized 
knowledge (positional, in Bernstein’s terms) and thus lies above the hori-
zontal line, like ritual. Yet it is also highly fl exible and unlike ritual in that 
sense. This is a critical distinction, because following Bernstein and Doug-
las, the default has often been to identify context-specifi c forms of knowl-
edge with infl exible ones. This, as we argue throughout this chapter, is not 
necessarily the case. It is possible to develop a highly contextualized mode 
of response to ambiguity without it being necessarily ritualized or other-
wise infl exible. 

Dealing  with Ambiguity

context-bound,
concrete

context-free, 
abstract

inflexible, 
high social pressure 

flexible, 
low social pressure 

ritual shared 
experience

notation

    figure 4.1     Dealing with Ambiguity    
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 What of notation? On the one hand, notation fi nds its place below the 
horizontal line, as something that is relatively context-free. That is, after 
all, the point of notation and categorization—the construction of more or 
less abstract orders that transcend time and place. More abstract knowl-
edge in theory applies in many diff erent situations because it has been 
freed from specifi c contexts. This is a vital function, though as the com-
munitarian critique of liberalism has made clear, it comes at a very heavy, 
perhaps even unsupportable cost, at least in the realm of morality and 
defi nitions of the public good.   5    

 On the other axis, however, notation can vary greatly. Think of the dif-
ferences between the common and civil law traditions as occupying dif-
ferent places on this continuum. Even more striking would be juxtaposing 
the principles of equity to law. Equity, by Aristotle’s defi nition, mediates 
the more abstract, generalized notational principles of law by more con-
text-specifi c attention to the particularities of the case at hand. As we shall 
see a bit later in this chapter, abstract principles—of law, business organi-
zation, public policy, religious doctrine, and even craft production—must 
always be mediated by concrete, contextualized knowledge in order for 
them to succeed in properly organizing the relevant body of knowledge for 
the attainment of their purported goals. 

 Notation can also take an even more fl exible form. While few nota-
tional systems contain the fl exibility referenced in the well-known Sid 
Harris cartoon ( fi gure  4.2  ), many forms of notation do carry a relatively 
high degree of inherent fl exibility. Think of how diffi  cult it is to follow a 
recipe without bringing in a great deal of prior knowledge that is not 
encoded in any set of rules but just comes from hours of experience in the 
kitchen. Much the same is true for following a sewing pattern or playing 
Baroque music. It is the case also with the visual arts that combine sophis-
ticated notational referents with an openness to interpretation and contex-
tualization. Natural science too rests on twin commitments to notation 
and to the possibility that all categories are open to revision.    

 At a certain point, however, notation may also become quite infl exible, 
even ritualized. This ritualized notation can, depending on circumstances, 
lie at the foundation of a world-historic religion (the repetition of the 
Islamic  Shahada , the Jewish  Shema , or the Nicene Creed), or it can form 
the core of a particular form of autism or neurotic obsessional behavior. 
Notation can be fetishized; it can become an idol. Recall the story we 
recounted in the previous interlude of the Red Heifer and Rabbi Yohanan 
ben Zakai’s statement that “As you live, the corpse does not defi le, nor does 
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the [mixture of ashes and] water cleanse. The truth is that the rite of the 
Red Heifer is a decree of the King who is King of kings.” R. Yohanan 
clearly recognizes here the limits on the fl exibility of notation within the 
Jewish tradition. Notational rules, he argues, have only nominal, not onto-
logical reality; his remarkable statement asserts that they are in fact nothing 
more than a form of ritualized notation. They still must be observed, but 
one must also understand that observing them does not open the possi-
bility of further creative notation through rational thought. 

 The very abstract and context-weak nature of notation gives it a unique 
lability. It can, when backed by the coercive power of the modern state, 
play a signifi cant role in organizing the frames through which we see and 
understand reality. This was Jim Scott’s point in his infl uential book, 
 Seeing like a State .   6    In fact, the elective affi  nity of notation and state power 
goes back to the origins of historical notation, where writing was fi rst 
introduced in the great agrarian empires as an auxiliary to statecraft and 
bookkeeping in the great river empires of Mesopotamia.    

    figure 4.2     Ambiguity and Notation  
  Sidney Harris,  ScienceCartoonsPlus.com , with permission.    

www.ScienceCartoonsPlus.com
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  Brackets   

 Context—without the addition of extraneous factors like state power or 
ritual practice or notational elegance—creates its own subjunctive. By 
abstracting away from specifi c contexts, notation in its ideal forms moves 
away from such subjunctive worlds. At an extreme, it approaches the 
unachievable project of an ideal language of the kind sought by philoso-
phers like Bertrand Russell or the early Ludwig Wittgenstein—a language 
that would be complete and consistent, with everything subject to proof 
from basic axioms. Such a language of no doubts and no lies is impossible 
in daily life; Gödel’s incompleteness theorem showed that it is impossible 
even for mathematics. 

 The alternative—limiting interaction to a specifi c context—means 
accepting restrictions on the ability to generalize. Contextual truths are 
only partial and temporary, limited to the situation at hand. As we have 
argued, ritualization involves marking these lines especially clearly by 
bracketing out the ritual context, often with very clear markers of the 
boundary. Raising the curtain at the theater, applauding for the conductor, 
or standing for the entrance of the judge brackets off  a particular space, 
time, and social world, just as much as purifying a sacred space or an-
nouncing “Let us pray.” As we discussed in  chapter  3  , every ritualized act 
involves crossing into a subjunctive world, and crossing out of it again later. 

 Here we argue that shared experience also brackets out many features 
that could potentially be relevant to people in other contexts, even if the 
interaction itself remains unpredictable and not very ritualized. Bracket-
ing allows us to lay aside the full complexity of life. This is what happens 
when the extended family sits together at Thanksgiving, for instance, as if 
there were no squabbles, simmering resentments, or active feuds. It hap-
pens as well in a classroom, where students and teachers alike put aside 
other roles they sometimes play, even in relation to each other (as mem-
bers of the same club, for instance). Actual conversation around the dinner 
table or in the classroom need not be ritualized at all, of course. It can be 
quite unpredictable and open. Nevertheless, bracketing out other relation-
ships, emotions, and identities is what allows it to take place. 

 The work of the International Summer School on Religion and Public 
Life (ISSRPL) off ers an interesting example of such bracketing. For ten 
years the ISSRPL has been running two-week seminars in diffi  cult and 
contested cities and countries around the world with highly divergent 
and diverse groups of scholars, activists, religious leaders, political elites, 
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and teachers. It has met in Croatia, Bosnia, Bulgaria, Indonesia, Turkey, 
Israel, Cyprus, the United States, and the United Kingdom. A typical year 
(2010, for example) would bring together fellows from Bosnia, Bulgaria, 
Congo, Cyprus, Germany, Indonesia, Israel, Kosovo, Morocco, the Palestin-
ian Authority, Sri Lanka, Turkey, Uganda, the United Kingdom, the United 
States, and Zimbabwe for a fortnight of intense study, site visits, and refl ec-
tion in small groups around the problem of “living together diff erently.” 

 One of the primary tools of the group is to circumscribe and bracket 
out received wisdom and presumed knowledge of the Other. The school 
attempts to limit knowledge claims to the specifi c context of interaction. 
The point is to recognize diff erence rather than to fi nd commonalities. 
The hope is to distance fellows from their established “truth-claims” to 
establish an arena of interaction that can be compared to the “as if” of 
ritual space, which we discussed earlier. As an arena of shared experience, 
however, it does not attempt the formalized and repetitive rhythms of 
ritual. Instead, it is a very clearly bracketed subjunctive arena where inter-
action grows from the pulse of the context itself. The ISSRPL provides a 
laboratory for the practical pedagogy of tolerance and living with diff er-
ence in a global society. It seeks to break down taken-for-granted assump-
tions about the other and to replace them with a practice informed by the 
suspension of judgment, tolerance toward that with which we disagree, 
and a practical, non-ideological set of attitudes based as far as possible on 
tangible experience rather than prior assumptions about worlds that we 
do not share. 

 The major mechanism for this is a form of de-centering of self, in 
which the self not only sees the other, but sees the other see it, and sees 
herself or himself see the other. The only real substantive rule of the 
school is that all participants must act as if they did not believe that their 
own group had any moral claims based on the “unique” nature of that 
group’s historical suff ering. If you think for a moment on how many 
groups make claims based precisely on this—Jews, Blacks, Palestinians, 
Muslims, Serbs, gays, women, and so on—you can realize just how daunt-
ing the observance of this rule may be. Participants are not asked to give 
up such a belief in the moral superiority or historically unique suff ering of 
their group, but only to act as if they did not believe that it assured them 
any unique entitlements, moral or otherwise. The school is devoted to this 
kind of circumscription of meaning to immediate context. 

 As one might expect from the reliance on context, concrete cases of 
decentering and of boundary questioning in the school most often happen 
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accidentally, rather than being thought through in advance. Undoubtedly, 
bringing together two or three dozen individuals from many diff erent 
countries, ethnicities, religious traditions, and practices to share an 
intense two weeks together in a foreign country calls boundaries into 
question and makes the retreat into established and comfortable presup-
positions and ideological frames diffi  cult. 

 In the 2006 school, the visit to a former Bone Hospital on the outskirts 
of Stolac in Bosnia/Herzegovina illustrated this vividly. Here Bosnian Cro-
ats, self-identifying as Catholics, tortured hundreds of their Muslim fellow 
citizens and townsfolk. The ISSRPL group included a Catholic from Croa-
tia, now working at a U.S. university—for whom the moment of standing 
on that ground, which certain of her co-religionists and co-countrymen 
had turned into a vast torture chamber, was the most diffi  cult of the entire 
two weeks. No retreat into existing ideological, social, or historical con-
structions was possible at that moment. The result, in her own words, was 
a profound de-centering of self. 

 A similar but less dramatic moment happened in 2005 at the Israeli 
Defense Force (IDF) cemetery at Kiryat Anavim, where the citizen soldiers 
of the nascent IDF who fell in the struggle over the Jerusalem corridor in 
the 1948 war were buried. At that moment (and one cannot extrapolate 
beyond that moment), the Palestinian Israeli fellows could not, one felt, 
look at the Jews only as oppressors and conquerors, but also as young, 
fallen men and boys. 

 In these and similar cases, the experience did not question a specifi c, 
discrete event within the context of the school, but instead undercut the 
taken-for-granted reality of a more general orientation or disposition 
toward the other, which the participant had to recalibrate in the wake of 
the school’s experience. 

 While these are rather dramatic examples of such processes, they hap-
pened  in minora  often, and to many participants in diff erent ways. So for 
example, a Pakistani Muslim woman was surprised when staying with 
Muslim hosts in Stolac that her hosts were warmer toward and identifi ed 
more with her Palestinian Christian fellows than with her. The identifi ca-
tion as fellow suff erer clearly, in this case, trumped that of fellow Muslim. 

 In another case, an Israeli orthodox woman who had an eight-hour lay-
over in Budapest on her way back to Israel from Sarajevo told her husband 
(over the phone) that rather than stay in the airport, she would spend the 
time in Budapest itself, do some shopping, and so on. When asked who 
would accompany her (as orthodox Jewish women do not often travel alone 
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in strange cities), she said “Ahmed and Salam” (Palestinian Israeli fellows 
on the same fl ight), and her husband was shocked. Refl ecting on this, she 
pointed out how much she herself had changed in the two weeks—for 
such a reality would have been inconceivable to her beforehand. 

 A similar dynamic of being forced to reconceptualize the boundaries of 
oneself, one’s other, and one’s group would happen again and again: going 
into the Cambridge mosque and having some members of the group sep-
arate to enter prayer, entering Trinity Church in Copley Square to have one 
group member go up for Communion. 

 In Adam Seligman’s case, it was a moment in 2006, leading prayers in 
the orthodox Jewish synagogue in Newton. The group of fellows entered 
about 10 minutes into prayer and suddenly all was silent. The usual mur-
mur that is so comforting and such a pleasing and enveloping aspect of 
Jewish prayer suddenly ceased. It was clear that in one way or another, one 
group was distancing itself and marking some mistrust from another 
group. For Seligman himself, however, both groups were equally “self”—
the synagogue (and, by implication, the Jewish people) to which he 
belonged, and the ISSRPL fellows, for whom he had a great responsibility 
and strong feelings of loyalty. 

 Each case profoundly shook the boundaries of inside and outside, us 
and them, and where the self belongs and to whom. Even if only for a 
moment, boundaries were in fl ux, and defi nitions of group and member-
ship were placed in question. In all cases, the particular contextual and 
bracketed experience allowed this profound—if temporary—shifting of 
boundaries and the new consciousness that emerged from it. 

 This issue of boundaries goes beyond the perception of group mem-
bership and the limits of inclusion. The question of the “taken-for-granted” 
goes to the heart of our shared social life. The summer schools have made 
painfully clear just how much we do not share, even though we rarely 
confront that fact. The taken-for-granted is precisely the unexamined. 
Indeed, it could not bear such scrutiny on a permanent basis, for if exam-
ined it would prove to be much too fragile and too confused to support the 
assumed shared meanings that we impute to it. 

 A good example of this happened in Mostar in 2006. Mostar is still a 
tragically divided city, even though the famous bridge that President Tudj-
man’s forces had bombed and destroyed had been rebuilt in 2004. The 
city center was rebuilt and thriving, though 200 meters away, the city 
looked like Stalingrad after the siege. On the hill overlooking the “Mus-
lim” side of the city, a huge, immense cross had been constructed. It had 
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not been there before the war and presented itself as a provocation and 
incitement, hardly in that context a mark of the savior’s humility. Walking 
with one of the fellows, a Catholic priest, Adam Seligman put his hands on 
the priest’s shoulders, pointed out the cross on the hill, and said some-
thing like: “That is a bad one, eh, Padre?” At this, the priest, with whom 
Seligman was and remained very friendly, became visibly upset, crossed 
himself, and said, “How can a cross be bad?! Say it is poorly placed, say it 
is here provocative, but a cross cannot be bad.” Indeed, for a Catholic 
priest, a cross cannot be bad. For most observant Jews, the calculation is 
quite diff erent. 

 Here is a good example of what we are referring to. We both use the 
word “cross,” we both think we mean the same thing, but in fact we do 
not. We have just enough shared meaning and shared resonances to allow 
the minimum necessary to maintain interaction and social communica-
tion in most circumstances. But the depth, resonances, symbolism, iden-
tities, and aff ectual relations with the word are totally diff erent. 

 In most circumstances of daily life, this is irrelevant, for at least two 
very diff erent reasons. First, even when we have diff erent aff ectual, sym-
bolic, historical, and meaningful relations to the same word, concept, 
symbol, or artifi ce, we can still act “as if” we understand one another. 
There may be no need to go into the full resonances that the actors have of 
the word, concept, place, or thing, because nothing makes them think 
about the diff erences. Context and experience allow the communication to 
work eff ectively, even though each person brackets out or leaves ambig-
uous much of its signifi cance. This can last, unless we are pushed in some 
way, breaking apart the taken-for-granted aspect of the context. 

 The second way of making divergent meanings irrelevant is when we 
explicitly or implicitly (or usually some combination of both) defi ne the 
context of our mutual interaction to limit the range of meanings to a 
tightly circumscribed, shared, and hence mutually relevant fi eld of mean-
ings that allow the interaction. Thus, for example, the person who sells the 
house where she has lived for 40 years, the house where she raised her 
children, from which she set out to bury her parents, to divorce her hus-
band, and so on, has a very diff erent attitude toward that collection of 
brick, stone, wood, and plaster than the contractor who is purchasing it to 
tear it down and put up a condo. This diff erence is irrelevant to their inter-
action, for both agree to limit their meanings to the very thin surface of the 
commodity form—the price. Again, it is context that defi nes the needs 
and limits of meaning. 
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 This contextualization of meanings suggests that we do not so much 
share meanings as share use of words. As long as we can construct a 
shared usage for the purpose at hand (buying and selling, proceeding with 
a history seminar, participating in a Mass, etc.), we can lay aside other 
connotations and evocations of words. We do not ever have to share 
meaning “all the way down” so much as we have to agree on a common 
use of the word. Similarly, lacking a hammer, someone may use a handy 
rock to knock a nail into the wood of her porch. After she gets tired, you 
might help by taking the rock up and using it in a similar manner. You 
need not reject your preexisting defi nitions of rocks and hammers, but 
need only agree to work together to solve this problem—getting the nail 
into the wood with no hammer in sight—by using the rock in this manner. 
We need to share usage, not necessarily meanings, or at most only partial 
meanings. 

 Entering into situations of dialogue, we often feel that we have to arrive 
at shared or common meanings. Yet this is often illusory, frustrating, ulti-
mately destructive of one set of meanings, resonances, identities, and 
symbols. It is simply senseless, for instance, to wish a Muslim from 
Mostar and a Catholic from Mostar to arrive at the same associative mean-
ings on viewing a cross. It is also, at the end of the day, deeply disrespectful 
of diff erences. If meanings must be truly shared in their entirety, then all 
parties must hold them in common. Diff erence is lost—in meanings, 
symbols, resonances and so on. Shared usage, however, does not compro-
mise the diff erent meanings. 

 There are purely technical tasks in which this whole problem does not 
much arise. When we discuss lawn mower parts or staplers with a retailer, 
for instance, the overlap of meaning may approach 100 percent. Usage 
and meaning coincide, and there is little potential for misunderstanding. 
This is not, however, a benefi cial state for anything that is beyond the 
realm of spark plugs or staples. It is certainly not something to strive for 
when discussing those matters that we each most intimately identify 
with—what for each of us represents the core of truth, belonging, and 
meaning in life. To do so destroys the personal and group meanings that 
one seeks to preserve, through which one’s own selfhood and being in the 
world are made manifest and meaningful. 

 In one way, the ISSRPL is an attempt to implement a notion of shared 
usage. It does not foster an illusion of shared meaning, whose very fra-
gility threatens to destroy civil interaction as soon as it is put to the test. 
Nor does it attempt to dissolve real diff erence by insisting that meanings 
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be entirely shared. It instantiates instead a practice of shared usage, pain-
fully reconstructed concept by concept, place by place, artifi ce by artifi ce—
rethinking everything from scratch and recognizing the boundaries 
between what can be shared (usage) and what need not (meanings). In 
short, it off ers experience as a shared subjunctive, bracketing out diff er-
ence while leaving it intact. 

 Shared usage minimizes the need to insist on shared meanings. It allows 
us to admit that much is not shared—that diff erences matter. The conscious 
goal of the school is to set out a circumscribed and deeply contextual under-
standing of what is shared. This is quite diff erent from what typically hap-
pens in our churches, synagogues, mosques, and schools. Those contexts 
instead assume that we share meanings—hence the acrimonious debates 
over evolution in American school curricula, divisive arguments over gay 
priests in the Anglican communion, and the assumption—probably false, 
and certainly not verifi able—that the person sitting next to me in the pew is 
experiencing the same meanings of the prayer that I am, as we recite or 
chant the same liturgy. 

 The experience of the ISSRPL suggests that it is possible to live together 
without such shared meaning, as long as we agree to shared usages, which 
are always highly contextual. Bracketing out—even temporarily—the need 
for shared meaning could perhaps allow us to begin a process of question-
ing, playing, reframing, and reshaping boundaries that might allow us 
truly to live together without being identical, to make our life with other 
people less fi lled with friction, feelings of betrayal, and mistrust. Such 
bracketing enhances the possibility of creating shared experience out of 
common context.    

  Ritual and Shared Experience   

 Shared experience enables us to work across boundaries by bracketing 
out irreconcilable diff erences, as the summer schools do by taking claims 
for a monopoly on suff ering off  the table. This process can even extend to 
the point of not attempting to come up with shared meanings, as long as 
we share enough sense of shared process and shared goals to work to-
gether. In many ways, this resembles the techniques of ritual that we dis-
cussed earlier. Both shared experience and ritual bracket out a subjunctive 
space in which we set aside many of the diff erences and concerns of life 
in other contexts. Both can even sidestep the problem of shared meaning 
because, for both shared experience and ritual, the actions themselves put 
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participants on the public record as accepting the particular context as 
defi ned. This remains true, even if they share very little in their interpre-
tations of the meanings of their actions. It is even true if they take part 
hypocritically, as long as their actions fi t the context. 

 These subjunctive worlds are only temporary: participants will leave 
ISSRPL and the particularities of its interactions, just as a Muslim will 
eventually stop facing Mecca and get on with life between prayers. They 
are able to cross and renegotiate boundaries in part exactly because they 
are  temporary  in the most literal sense; they exist only as delimited by time. 
Permanence, in contrast, is beyond time, but thus also beyond real change. 
Its boundaries are fi rm, clear, and lasting—the ahistorical boundaries of 
notation. 

 Ritual and shared experience do not, however, create exactly the same 
kinds of time. Ritual, as we discussed earlier, relies on meter. That is, it 
exists through an externally defi ned and unchanging repetition. This cre-
ates time—a shared sense of past and future—and in that way makes 
social worlds possible. It does not, however, create history. Ritual’s time 
creates the rhythms of a shared life, but its repetitions off er little fl exibility 
in reacting to the needs of day-to-day life. The very qualities that allow 
ritual to create a shared sense of time, of past and future, also make it less 
sensitive to the constant change around us. Rituals claim that today’s 
event is fundamentally the same as yesterday’s and tomorrow’s. 

 Shared experience off ers a very diff erent relationship to time. Experi-
ence has its own rhythms, but they are more the natural and constantly 
changing rhythms of pulse than the conventional regularities of meter. 
This is just like a heartbeat that will speed and slow in response to 
changing contexts, or like waves whose lapping is loosely rhythmic from 
one to the next, but whose exact timing we cannot predict because it is 
subject to broad environmental and physical variables of which we sense 
little. We can often see such things in our own workplaces—not in the 
conventional meters of 9:00 and 5:00, but in the informal coordination, 
for instance, of how we might time a trip to the coff ee pot to coincide 
with a friend’s schedule. We can see it again in two colleagues who decide 
to write a book together. Like any discipline, this benefi ts from a rhyth-
mic repetition that will force progress (or at least a struggle toward pro-
gress) to continue by having to meet the next deadline for reading or 
writing. Yet that rhythm will not be strictly conventional. It will vary from 
week to week, depending on travel schedules, writing burdens, pleas for 
mercy, and demands to see progress. Even the work sessions themselves 
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develop an unplanned and loose rhythmic regularity in how much small 
talk is allowed (or required) before getting to the work, or when the two 
relax the pace with a joke or an irrelevant observation. At least as the two 
of us have done it, there is no meter—no agreement that we meet every 
Monday at 10:00 for two hours, no matter what. There is, however, a 
pace, a sense that pages should appear at a pleasing rate: every day is too 
fast, every few months is too slow, but there is a lot of room for fl exibility 
between.    

  Transitions among Experience, Ritual, and Notation   

 Shared experience creates history because each reiteration is diff erent. 
Ritual’s metered repetitions instead create time that transcends history. 
The two senses of time are not always so easy to separate, however, because 
they interact with each other. One consequence of this interaction is that 
there is a tendency for experience to become ritualized. The baseball player 
who wears yesterday’s unwashed shirt and hits a home run will wear the 
dirty shirt again the next day. Instead of trying to coordinate the work 
rhythms of the morning to run into friends at the coff ee point, the worker 
shows up every day at 10:32 and feels a breach of etiquette if the friend is 
not there, too. If we keep repeating experience to the point where we 
expect that the future will always repeat the present, history has been lost 
to a diff erent sense of time. 

 The push from experience to ritual, for example, appears in the 
early expansion of China’s Taiping Rebellion, a massive rebellion of the 
mid-nineteenth century that claimed to be returning China to a pri-
mordial Christianity and that eventually resulted in uncounted mil-
lions of casualties.   7    During its early years of organization in the rural 
hinterlands of Guangxi Province, this highly improvisatory religious 
movement solidifi ed its ritual forms beyond their immediate context, 
and thus laid the groundwork for a social organization that would sup-
port the rebellion. 

 Their leader was a failed civil service examination candidate named 
Hong Xiuquan. Hong had picked up a very early missionary tract after one 
of his trips to Canton to take the exams. Reading it years later, he realized 
that it explained a dream vision he had experienced while very ill, in which 
he was taken to heaven, purifi ed by having his internal organs replaced, 
and led to meet his true family—a bearded father, a mother, and an older 
brother. The Christian tract off ered him the key to the vision’s meaning: 
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the man was God and Hong was thus Jesus’s younger brother. The Protes-
tant translation of their concept of God into Shangdi—an ancient Chinese 
term for a high deity—fostered the idea that Hong’s duty was to bring 
China back to its original monotheistic and Christian understanding. 

 Hong recruited a tiny number of followers in his home village, whom 
he baptized as best he knew how. The village elders, however, soon found 
themselves challenged by Hong’s iconoclasm, leading ultimately to his 
departure for the mountainous and dangerous wilderness to the west. He 
ended up in northern Guangxi, an ethnically mixed area that at the time 
harbored very active groups of river pirates and where government control 
had become very weak. 

 Here Hong’s God Worshipping Society, as they called themselves at the 
time, had to adjust rapidly to the local context. Among the most signifi cant 
changes was that some new recruits began to be possessed. They relied 
primarily on forms of spirit possession with a very long history in the area, 
but the possessing deities now included innovations like God and Jesus. 
As a partial result, the group suddenly began to attract massive numbers 
of followers, soon rising into the thousands.   8    

 The limited Taiping documents that we have on these events suggest 
that the possession episodes were wildly exciting, and could have been 
one of the most important reasons for the group’s success. They were also, 
however, extremely chaotic, with many deities appearing at once and often 
pronouncing heavenly truths that confl icted with each other. It is no coin-
cidence that much of this happened while Hong was away for long periods 
of time. We have neither notation nor much ritual here. Instead, the early 
Taiping was embedded in the local context, even as the movement was 
utterly transforming it. Starting with a poorly translated biblical tract and 
a visionary leader from another place, it had become tied to purely local 
traditions of spirit possession and to purely local social dynamics between 
groups that were quite diff erent from many other places in China. 

 It may be thrilling as one god after another speaks, but it also became 
confusing as all these possessed statements did not always mesh with 
each other. Exactly because this was so tied to context, it was impossible to 
extricate the statements of the deities from the struggles among the spirit 
mediums for positions of power in what had become a formidably large 
movement by then. The new local leaders sensed the possibility of a 
descent into chaos—of nothing but context with no sense of shared past 
or future through repetition. When Hong fi nally returned from his travels 
(surely with some surprise about the changed scale and nature of his 
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movement), the local people asked him to impose some kind of order, to 
validate their experience. He did this by announcing that one leader was 
truly possessed by God, and another by Jesus, but that all the rest were 
demonic and would be punished by death if they ever claimed to speak 
with the voice of the spirits again. This was an attempt to end the incon-
sistencies of the mass possessions, to make them predictable and thus 
repeatable: a move from experience to ritual, from pulse to meter. It is no 
coincidence that other forms of ritualization emerged at the same time, 
like creating leadership ranks and titles, along with fl ags and other sym-
bols of power. The Taiping eventually developed an entire court culture, 
including a civil service examination system and all the rest that was gov-
erned by the Board of Rites in late imperial China. This constituted the 
transformation into a clear political movement that intended to take power 
by armed force. 

 Hans-Georg Gadamer pointed to this pressure toward ritualization 
when he wrote, “Experience is valid only if it is confi rmed; hence its dig-
nity depends on its fundamental repeatability.”   9    Experience thus has to be 
validated by repetition. The Taiping accomplished this through a relative 
ritualization of spirit possession, which allowed them to create a political 
community out of the threat of chaos. 

 The reverse of Gadamer’s point about the necessity of repetition for 
experience, however, is just as important and pervasive. That is, unique 
and singular experiences constantly invade ritual, pulse threatens to over-
take meter. We see not just ritualization out of local context, as in the Taip-
ing, but also contextualization that can ultimately threaten ritual. To some 
extent, this happens every single time that we repeat a ritual, because no 
true repetition is really possible. There is always an element of improvisa-
tion: a child knocked over a candle, someone released an enormous sneeze 
during the moment of silence, the Red Heifer had a white hair. The ritual 
survives anyway by making clear that some crucial bits—the canonical part 
of the ritual, as Rappaport puts it—count as if they were unchanged.   10    At 
some rituals in Bangalore, India, for example, the performer does every-
thing possible to be sure of the correct time for the performance and makes 
the strongest eff ort to begin at exactly the appointed second.   11    Neverthe-
less, his fi rst ritual utterance is an apology to the deity for getting the time 
wrong. This is a recognition that the fl ow of historical time—pulse—can 
never match the ideals of ritual’s meter, that context will always interfere. 

 Every ritual tradition has ways of adapting to this problem through 
methods that allow people to declare that whatever is essential about the 
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ritual has been repeated, and that the many variant details are irrelevant. 
Sometimes, however, a context changes so very drastically that the ritual 
itself teeters. One of the most extreme examples of this was Judaism after 
the destruction of the second Temple. Before that point, the entire tradi-
tion had been constructed around sacrifi ces conducted by hereditary 
priests and centered in one most sacred space. After the destruction and 
with no hope of rebuilding, the close tie to a particular but lost place made 
it impossible to continue performing those rituals and to call them a rep-
etition. The result was a move from sacrifi ce to text, from priestly interme-
diation to Rabbinic interpretation, from Jerusalem to the world of the 
Diaspora. The rabbis who worked for generations to accomplish this man-
aged the extraordinary feat of allowing Jews to maintain a feeling of conti-
nuity with the past, a feeling that in some fundamental sense they were 
still repeating the most important essence of their religion, even though 
nearly every detail of ritual life had to change.   12    

 In China during the eleventh and twelfth centuries  c.e. , Confucian 
scholars took on a task that must have seemed almost as daunting, 
although the cause was less traumatic. Deeply immersed in a ritual and 
political tradition that was roughly a thousand years old by then, these 
scholars (who later came to be called neo-Confucians) realized that the 
gradual pressure of history on ritual over a millennium had caused an 
enormous amount of change to creep in almost unnoticed. This was not 
the sudden transformation that Jewish leaders faced after the loss of the 
Temple, but instead was the result of the endless erosion of centuries, of 
one petty compromise piled on top of another until they, too, had the 
feeling that no one was any longer truly repeating. The core of the tradi-
tion, they felt, was in danger of dissolving away entirely. The result was a 
thorough rethinking that involved moving away from the gradual and 
largely unrefl ective political and ritual changes that the centuries had 
brought. They pulled away from the weight of experience and history 
through both notation (textual reinterpretation of how the original Confu-
cian corpus should be understood) and developing new ritual regimes. In 
what may seem remarkable to modern eyes, they published both virtuosic 
textual studies to edify the elite and manuals of household ritual and daily 
etiquette aimed at guiding the population as a whole. Some of those man-
uals, especially Zhu Xi’s  Family Rituals , remain in print today and are used 
exactly as he intended—by ordinary householders. 

 The reformers did not claim simply to be reproducing the original 
intent of the founders or restoring the nation to its ritual essence. 
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Instead, they explicitly recognized that the social and cultural context 
of life had changed greatly after well over a thousand years. Much as 
they might have wished for a return to the exact ritual descriptions in 
ancient texts, they realized that such a thing was completely impos-
sible. Like the Jewish leaders after the demise of the Temple, they were 
fi nding ways of justifying claims to continuity by readjusting a ritual 
tradition to the world of experience. As Zhu Xi put it in the preface to 
his  Family Rituals : 

 During the three ancient dynasties the classical texts of the ritual 
were fully adequate. But in the texts that survive today, the regula-
tions  . . .  are no longer suited to our age . . .  . In my ignorance, I  . . .  
took on the task of reviewing the ancient and recent texts [on ritual]. 
I started by identifying the major structures that cannot be changed 
and made minor emendations . . .  . In writing this book, I presume 
to follow Confucius’s idea of carrying on what came from our 
predecessors.   13    

       Notation and Shared Experience   

 Context or experience tends to stand in an uneasy relation to notation, just 
as it does to ritual. At its most abstract extreme, notation obviates all partic-
ular contexts and provides only the most general (and generalizable) grids 
for all experience. In use, however, context almost always mediates nota-
tion. Sometimes context can even explode notation. Aspects of this can be 
found in the insights of Marshall McLuhan on the role of the media in the 
conveyance of any notational message.   14    Walter Ong proff ered a similar 
insight in his classic book  The Presence of the Word , where he noted that 
“sound is more real or existential than other sense objects, despite the fact 
that it is also more evanescent”   15    (we might even add—recalling the tock/
tick of ritual—precisely because it is more evanescent). The spoken word, 
after all, exists in real time, thus partaking in time’s quiddity. Sound is 
rooted in the particular moment, in the real apprehension of experience 
rather than its notation (modern recording devices notwithstanding). In 
many instances, it not only refl ects the context, but is an essential element 
of any particular and hence evanescent context. At the same time, we mod-
ulate sound in the present to produce new realities, whether in street brawls 
or over romantic dinners—not to mention in more ritual contexts. Words 
spoken are often inseparable from action: in the Hebrew Bible as well as in 
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aural cultures and the workings of magic and the evil eye. The oral/aural 
component provides a context to the words that makes them an event. 

 This is, after all, the meaning of prophecy. The “event” of prophecy is 
less the message than its articulation, which can, often does, break the 
bounds of the normatively acceptable. This breaking is itself the meaning. 
Isaiah, Amos, Jesus—all prophesied in speech, not through written nota-
tion. Indeed, in Hebrew, the root  d-b-r  is the source of the word for both 
speech and event. The spoken word of God created the world, we recall, in 
the canonical books of our civilization. Similarly, the mystical syllable 
“om” was the original vibration of the divine at the creation of the world, 
as described in the Upanishads. While notation is timeless, sound only 
exists in time, and it is no coincidence that so many traditions link sound 
so closely to the origins of time. 

 As Ong reminds us, the spoken word is always context rich (the context 
of its speakers and listeners), while the written word communicates to 
those who are not there at all. Oral speech is rich in complexities and the 
messiness of everyday life, including the fuzziness of our thinking on the 
spot and in dialogue with others (as anyone knows who has ever attempted 
to transcribe and publish any taped discussion). All anthropologists writing 
up their fi eld notes for the day, or even more, rereading them at a later 
date, no longer in the fi eld, have the awful sense of having lost something 
critical in the move to notation. Trying to recreate the experience is often 
like reaching back for a dream upon waking, only to have its wisps trailing 
through our fi ngers. This may be the reason that so many cultures that 
greatly value oral testimony are so suspicious of the written word. Indeed, 
our very word “testimony” shares a root with testicle ( testis) , which some 
trace to a Roman tradition of placing one’s hand on the genital organs as 
an act of loyalty and fi delity. The word thus refers to an action in context, 
rather than to something notated in a text. We fi nd this again in the story 
of Abraham and Eliezer, when Abraham commanded his servant to fi nd a 
wife for his son Isaac only from his kindred family and not from the 
daughters of Canaan. Eliezer swore by placing his hand under Abraham’s 
thigh (Genesis 24:2–3). In a rather pale mirroring of this, we swear on the 
Bible—the most profound attestation to oral culture and the spoken word 
that we can muster. In both, the deed and the word are bound together. 

 Context almost always mediates notation and it can, on occasion, 
explode notation as occurs in the radical potential of prophecy. Yet there is 
another side of the story as well, because context is always also moving 
toward notation. As soon as we wish to remember something, or to teach 
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it, we tend to move toward notation. As soon as we wish to instruct, to 
share and impart knowledge, we invoke an “ought,” whether in cooking or 
morals, crossing the street, or playing an instrument. We tell the novice 
how she ought to hold the bow of the cello, to look both ways when 
crossing the street, to keep the dough under a towel as it is rising, never to 
steal or lie, and so on. In all these cases we make use of the “ought” form, 
which is not, in itself, notation. Yet, the use of the “ought”—especially 
when it is continually repeated—carries a very strong default to move 
from “ought” to “Ought” and hence from context to notation: from experi-
ence to abstraction. 

 There are, for example, all sorts of things that we do in a particular way 
simply because it is our habit. This can include how we brush our teeth, 
play piano, pray to God, plant in the garden, cook dinner, clean the dishes, 
and get to work. If we do not perform these activities in the manner in 
which we “ought” to do them, we may feel that something is not quite 
right with the world. We make no claims to legal, transcendent, metaphys-
ical, or even rational reasons, no claims to universal strictures—it is just 
the way that we do things, the praxis of everyday life. Many people (in-
cluding these authors and their spouses) have very particular ways of 
being in the kitchen, and while no one has the presumption to claim that 
there are no other ways of handling a complicated dinner, in our kitchens 
with Rob, or Rahel, or Alice cooking, there is only  one  way to sauté onions, 
although it may not be the same way for each of those cooks. This is what 
we mean by “ought” (with a lower-case  o ). The lower case reminds us that 
this ought is subjective and contextual. While we would be much ag-
grieved if the matter at hand was not executed in the manner to which we 
are accustomed (as people attempting to help in the kitchen will attest), we 
make no claims to any broader legitimizing framework. As we come to 
write such things down, however, to notate them, the lower-case  o  often 
transforms into an upper-case  O ” The ought takes on very strong norma-
tive connotations and moves from “this is the way I do it” to “this is the 
way it should be done” or “this is the right way of doing it.” 

 Our sons and daughters following us around in the kitchen, however, 
learn to cook in a manner very diff erent from gaining the same knowledge 
from a cookbook. By following us around, they experience the event (sau-
téing the onions) in context of the whole meal and all the preparations 
involved, the size of the onions, the quality and quantity of oil used, the 
heat of the fl ame, the thickness in which the pieces were cut, and infi nite 
additional details. 
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 In the early 1990s, Haym Soloveitchik wrote a very infl uential article 
(reproduced in multiple forms and variations) on precisely this move from 
what he termed “mimesis” to text in the practice of observant Jews over 
the twentieth century. He stressed how the loss of a taken-for-granted way 
of life brought in its wake an outpouring of textual, that is to say, nota-
tional injunctions, parsing the details of daily religious observance in 
absolute terms. Observant Jews bought and read these texts on a mass 
scale, and they have now reshaped the texture of religious life. His point 
was very similar to our kitchen analogy above. He described how myriad 
practices that had no basis in actual, written law, but which were passed 
down from father to son and mother to daughter, came to be evaluated, 
legitimized, or delegitimized through a massive legal and notational (and 
publishing) enterprise that prescribed to the observant Jew every facet of 
every action in terms of God’s law to Moses from Sinai. Soloveitchik 
argued that Jews in earlier times had simply absorbed much of their way 
of life, their  halacha  (which is the term for Jewish legal and ritual practice 
and literally translates as “path” or “way to follow”). Today, instead, they 
 learn  it.   16    Learning the way of their forefathers, rather than absorbing it, 
has, according to Soloveitchik, signifi cantly transformed the way in which 
Jews live a religious life. Notation has made the  halacha  less fl exible, less 
capable of dealing with ambiguity. Notation has replaced experience as the 
ultimate validator of religious life, he claimed—for both orthodox and 
ultra-orthodox Jews. To quote Soloveitchik: 

 The shift of authority to texts and their enshrinement as the sole 
source of authenticity ha[s] had far reaching eff ects. Not only has 
this shift contributed, as we have seen, to the policy of religious 
stringency and altered the nature of religious performance, but it 
has also transformed the character and purpose of religious educa-
tion, redistributed political power in non-Hasidic circles, and 
defi ned anew the scope of the religious in the political arena.   17    

   It is not only in the hands of the state that notation is a powerful force 
for transforming cultures and social practice. 

 The process remarked on by Soloveitchik in the Jewish community is 
at work in many parts of the Muslim world as well. For instance, in those 
areas once under Communist hegemony, like the Caucasus and Central 
Asia, Islamic practice was often highly mediated, often legally naïve in 
the ways of Sharia, and generally syncretic. Observant Muslims survived 
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Communist rule often through clandestine practices, only to fi nd them-
selves attacked in the fi nal years of the twentieth century and today by a 
new breed of textual exegetes—often with only rudimentary knowledge of 
Arabic and perhaps a very few years training in the Gulf, or by mission-
aries from Saudi Arabia or North Africa.   18    These missionaries, home-
grown or imported, attack, delegitimize, and often manage to destroy 
traditional practices in the name of a purer Islam, untainted by the corrup-
tion of history—an Islam authenticated solely by its texts. Here, too, the 
move from practice, context, and experience to notation and elite interpre-
tations of texts has led to far-reaching transformations in the texture of 
religious life—in people’s ability to deal with the foreign, ambiguous, and 
liminal. In all cases, a notational “Ought” replaces the contextual “ought.” 

 Each of these cases, while driven by diff erent forces, seeks to preserve 
one set of particular practices (sometimes by replacing other contextual-
ized practices, as in Central Asian Islam) through notation. Preserving 
practice in and through time involves writing, freeing the practice from its 
context in order to preserve it. Doing so also transforms and generally ri-
gidifi es the practice, leaving it less open to the ambiguities and contradic-
tory demands of any present reality. 

 We can distinguish, however, between notation per se and the pro-
cesses of symbolization and abstraction that are inherent to it. Notation 
carries with it, by necessity, a degree of abstraction, yet one can (albeit with 
eff ort) notate in such a way as to include a great degree of context and in 
so doing minimize the force of abstraction. Notation bears an elective af-
fi nity with abstraction but no absolutely necessary correlation. If and when 
it is an issue, we can work to minimize the force of this move toward ab-
straction—and with it the move from “ought” to “Ought.” One important 
reason to do so is that the more we understand, represent, and teach in 
terms of “Ought” rather than “ought,” the more our categories and defi ni-
tions become separated by rigid boundaries. This was the process that 
Soloveitchik discussed concerning the changes in the practice of contem-
porary Orthodox Jews.    

  Changing Levels   

 Another way to get at the tension between notation and context is to 
explore how social actors actually coordinate their activities. Throughout 
this book we have argued that boundaries, which are necessary to the very 
existence of discrete entities, always involve ambiguity. Yet, boundaries 
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also imply diff erence—whether they are binary, as is often the case when 
notational forms are introduced to defi ne them; or relational, as we are 
claiming is the case with ritual; or fractal, as in embodied and contextual-
ized experience. This is what leads to the ambiguities. The boundary of an 
object is determined by both its center and by what lies outside.   19    Objects 
are open to what lies beyond their meaning-giving frame. Boundaries 
retain ambiguity because they are vulnerable to what is diff erent, in addi-
tion to being constituted by whatever they enclose. 

 Diff erence, however, presents us with a practical challenge. If we 
have to solve a concrete issue together (where to dig the hole, how to 
grade the paper, who should do the dishes, how much to spend on the 
education budget, etc.), diff erence is an obstacle to action. If we wish to 
act without coercion, we feel that we have to agree. When we do not 
agree, we often dig down beneath the concrete issues at hand to fi nd 
“deeper” or most substantive disagreements on fi rst principles, or values, 
or broader orientations. In such cases, we reinterpret the concrete in 
terms of more abstract, notational system of meanings that stand 
between us and that appear to demand resolution in order to move for-
ward with the concrete problem that we face. Often, then, a concrete 
disagreement may turn into a full-blown ideological confrontation, 
making agreement impossible. 

 Donald Schön spent his career examining just such situations in 
which professionals must solve problems together with clients and other 
professionals, with whom they may share few common frames of refer-
ence (little shared notation, in our terms). He was a critic of what he saw 
as a major trend of professionalization over the course of the twentieth 
century: the idea that technical rationality alone allows us to solve prob-
lems. This attitude, which he dubbed “expertise,” encouraged profes-
sionals to claim knowledge in the face of invariable uncertainty and to 
expect deference from clients.   20    One could think of the example of some 
physician-patient or architect-client interactions. This is dangerous, how-
ever, because it can easily blind the practitioner to the full set of needs of 
the client, to the complexities of the actual context, and to the possibility 
that this iteration may turn out to have been quite diff erent from others in 
the past. The professions, in our terms, are caught between the need for 
notation to pull practitioners out of what Schön calls the “swampy low-
lands” of muddling through each unique case, and the “high ground” of a 
technical rationality so narrowly defi ned as to risk missing all the real 
complexities of life.   21    
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 Schön’s response is to suggest “refl ective practice,” a kind of dialectic 
between what he calls “knowing-in-action” (the kind of knowledge that 
lets us play the violin or whip egg whites) and conscious refl ection about 
those actions. This involves complicating the notational knowledge of a 
doctor or urban planner, for instance, with the complexities of the full 
context. And this is followed by refl ecting on the new experience to alter 
the notational world.   22    Rather than dealing with clients or patients from a 
set position of claimed knowledge, the practitioner constantly interacts 
with them to rethink the context as a whole. 

 This is one of the reasons that we refer to boundaries in this form of 
shared experience as “fractal.” While we do not mean this to be taken too 
literally, we want to emphasize the infi nite complexity and involution of 
these boundaries, rather than seeing them simply as lines of bifurcation. 
Benoit Mandelbrot famously argued that the coast of England was infi nite 
because, even though we might approximate it as an oval, the line was 
actually lengthened by a large number of inlets, lengthened again by 
mini-inlets within the larger ones, which were in turn lengthened by 
micro-inlets, and so on forever.   23    Similarly, the boundaries within the 
shared experience of refl ective practice—those between practitioners and 
clients as well as those between notation and context—are constantly 
being renegotiated. 

 In later work (co-authored with Martin Rein), Schön added the possi-
bility that frames of analysis themselves could change in the process of 
negotiation among multiple parties to a context. He gave the example of 
the various state agencies, public activists, and potential benefi ciaries 
when Massachusetts tried to create a new policy toward the homeless in 
the 1980s.   24    This negotiation did not necessarily mean that all participants 
would come to share the same frames, but rather that negotiation was 
possible in spite of diff ering frames. It was enough that in the Massachu-
setts case “the actors’ confl icting frames did not  wholly  color their visions 
of the policy situation.”   25    This left enough room to respond to the situa-
tion itself, even though their frames led them to emphasize diff erent facts 
and cling to diff erent arguments. This is very similar to our argument that 
we can bracket out many of our intractable diff erences and disagreements 
and simply respond to the context at hand. 

 Schön and Rein warn further that the language of technical ratio-
nality can cause serious problems when it tempts us make all of our as-
sumptions explicit in an eff ort to fi nd complete common ground with 
our partners: 
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 This language suggests that we must climb  up  the ladder of abstrac-
tion in order to refl ect  on  the contents of the levels below. But meta-
cultural frames are embedded in our habits of thought and action. 
As we attend to the material at hand, we may succeed in refl ecting 
 through  it to frames that are implicit in our understanding  of  it. 
Those who are adept at climbing up the ladder of abstraction are 
not necessarily better equipped to refl ect on metacultural frames 
than those who have acquired a feel for the frames built into con-
crete materials and practices.   26    

   Here they identify one critical mode of dealing with diff erences by 
seeking agreement on the level of the notational or the abstract principle. 
This mode moves “up” from the concrete, gradually invoking more and 
more abstract, general levels of argumentation until we can fi nd a level 
upon which we agree: as co-teachers, we might disagree about the grade, 
but we do agree about the criteria for giving grades, or perhaps one of us 
is against grades at all, so we have to move up to agreement on the role of 
the university, or educational institutions, and so on. Note, too, that such 
argument usually involves not one notational principle but many—thus 
creating gray areas between overlapping principles. Entering these gray 
zones creates a place of play and creativity and the ability to move between 
notational systems and so get beyond any one of them. By invoking many, 
we problematize any single one as ultimate or absolute (while not reject-
ing notation out of hand). 

 Actually solving the concrete problem at hand, however, requires that 
we must also be able to move “down” the ladder and re-engage with the 
concrete problem on the basis of the agreement on the notational/
abstract level. When we don’t have to go “up” too far, this is usually pos-
sible. However, when we have to move all the way up the notational 
ladder, it becomes very diffi  cult to re-engage at the level of the concrete 
problem in an effi  cient manner. This is often the problem with so many 
of the conferences, workshops, and meetings devoted to “inter-religious 
dialogue.” The monotheists can generalize past their diff erences to agree 
that all are the “children of Abraham.” If Buddhists are added to the mix, 
everyone is forced even higher up the levels of abstraction, reducing their 
rich religious traditions to a shared belief that we must do good and 
behave ethically. All this is fi ne, except that the problems that led to the 
meeting are never abstract and theological, but are usually very concrete 
and practical—relating to a particular bit of real estate in the Middle East, 
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or the veiling of women, or clitoridectomy, and so on. Just concurring 
that we are all children of God or should do what is good does not help us 
solve any of these problems. 

 Moving up levels of abstraction tries to resolve the diff erence by seeking 
an agreed-upon a priori. Put another way, we search for the commonality 
that analytically—or notationally—precedes our diff erences. Yet this is 
often a futile exercise, because to achieve commonality and consensus we 
have to go so far up the notational ladder that we have no way to get back 
down to the concrete context of the decisions before us as members of the 
city council, or hospital ethics committee, or town planning commissions. 

 There is, however, another mode of dealing with the concrete problem 
we face—improvisation or bricolage within the context of shared experi-
ence. This stresses action, the doing within particular contexts and their 
histories. Here, participants do not seek an a priori, but rather organically 
begin with diff erence to produce an evanescent solution to a particular 
problem (evanescent, because it is always a particular and unique prob-
lem). This solution often ends up being temporary, for as soon as we at-
tempt to generalize from any particular solution to other problems we are 
willy-nilly engaged in the making of a new notational system. 

 A particularly interesting example of this dynamic can be found in 
Richard White’s description of relations between the French and Algon-
quian peoples in the Great Lakes region of North America in the late sev-
enteenth century.   27    Both French and Algonquian societies prohibited 
murder, though both put this prohibition aside in times of war (for the 
killing of enemies). We can see this shared orientation as somewhere on 
the “top” of that notational ladder shared by all societies. But here the con-
fl uence of orientations ends. The French would release prisoners of war at 
the end of hostilities. The Algonquians, however, disposed of enemies at 
all times and in any way possible (unless they were “ritually protected”). 
When dealing with a murder within society, the French held the individual 
murderer responsible, to pay with his life for his deed if found guilty. The 
Algonquians, however, dealt with “death at the hands of allies,” the equiv-
alent of a murder within society for the French, by either the off er of slaves 
or material goods in compensation. The provision of this compensation 
was, moreover, the responsibility of the whole tribe or clan of the mur-
derer and not of one individual. Failure to make such a provision turned 
allies into enemies, who could thus be killed with impunity.   28    

 Such divergent attitudes—just one or two notches “down” the nota-
tional ladder—do not allow shared action or a common practice, no matter 
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how much agreement can be reached on either the evils of killing or its 
necessity in times of war. Rather than a shared notation, what actually 
emerged out of this interaction was instead a hybrid or syncretistic set of 
actions marked more by their underlying ambiguity. French/Algonquin 
relations gravitated toward improvisation and “indecision,” rather than 
seeking to attain clarity and agreed-upon meaning. As White put it, “nei-
ther French nor Algonquian cultural roles fully governed the situation.”   29    
Summing up one such incident in 1683, White explained that the result 
was “in the end fully in accordance with neither French nor Indian con-
ceptions of crime and punishment. Instead, it involved considerable im-
provisation and the creation of a middle ground at a point where the 
cultures seemed to intersect, so that the expectations of each side could 
fi nd at least some satisfaction.”   30    

 While relying on notation to resolve diff erences locks us into one role, 
using improvisation plays with the boundaries of role(s) to arrive at a so-
lution, and it thus leaves open the possibility of more complex and creative 
role-playing. This is especially important at the frontier of diff erent cul-
tural and social orders, but is true for all sorts of other boundaries as well, 
including those between social actors in the same culture and society. This 
improvisation can have many aspects. We can, for example, step out of the 
roles that this concrete situation places us in (let us say, teachers arguing 
over a grade) to invoke other roles (a friendship long established); we can 
stay in our roles but negotiate favors given or received; or we can project 
future contexts of continued interaction and hence the need for coopera-
tion. This is often interpreted as politics or collusion, though anyone who 
has ever served over time on any number of committees, either in univer-
sities or legislatures, knows that much of the world works this way. We can 
sometimes reframe the context (redefi ne the whole educational impera-
tive) and thus, in essence, reframe the way in which we approach the prob-
lem. Or we may de-cathect from the problem (I don’t care that much, you 
do, let us do it your way). There are nearly infi nite ways to work within 
contexts when freed from the constraints of an a priori notation, because 
each situation is slightly diff erent. In such contextual improvisation, we 
are able to solve problem “b” by drawing on lessons of context “a” without 
using notational systems. 

 This is really where creativity comes into play. Some people are better 
at it, some worse, and some contexts more open to it (think of a successful 
marriage) than others. Merleau-Ponty describes the following fascinating 
experience of Matisse painting: 
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 A camera once recorded the work of Matisse in slow motion. The 
impression was prodigious. That same brush which, seen with the 
naked eye, leaped from one act to another, was seen to mediate on 
a solemn and expanding time—in the immanence of a world’s cre-
ation—to try ten possible movements, dance in front of the canvas, 
brush it lightly several times, and crash down fi nally like a lightning 
stroke upon the one line necessary. Matisse, set within a man’s time 
and vision, looked at the still open whole of his work in progress 
and brought his brush towards the line which called for it in order 
that the painting might fi nally be that which it was in the process of 
becoming. By a simple gesture he resolved the problem which in 
retrospect seemed to imply an infi nite number of data. And yet, 
Matisse’s hand did hesitate. Consequently there was a choice.   31    

   Perhaps creativity is all about choosing well, if not necessarily consciously. 
 The creation of notational systems, however, predisposes us to think 

about how to use them to solve concrete problems, which may be a 
huge mistake if overdone. Notational systems increase effi  ciency by 
storing knowledge (no longer evanescent) and allowing its transmis-
sion over time and space (no longer local). Developing such systems 
and relying on them, however, also necessarily reframes reality itself, 
often with unintended consequences. This would be much less the case 
if we relied on the improvisational mode of dealing with problems. Yet, 
relying just on this approach condemns our solutions to the ephemeral 
and is, consequently, much too time consuming and labor intensive for 
the liking of most. 

 At some point, however, the context inevitably makes itself felt. This 
happens, for example, when we begin to move “down” to context from 
within the notational mode after our move “up” the notational system. 
When we move back “downward” after the move up (which, as stated, 
usually involves invoking more than one notational system), we often con-
textualize the case before us to such an extent as to make the problem 
facing us idiosyncratic and hence, in essence, outside notational systems. 
This is the signifi cance of the example we gave of French/Algonquian re-
lations. Tellingly, this move downward often occurs in the context of those 
most primary of all human experiences: sex and violence. Such “bracket-
ing out” of notation allows improvisation to play a role, even if it is not 
admitted as such. Most solutions to concrete problems probably involve 
something like this process. 
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 In the real world, we never actually solve any problem by relying on 
notation alone. However, we do almost always invoke notation when we 
need to legitimize action, or present it to others, or explain it. In this sense, 
authority rests on notation—whether it is the authority of the state, of 
science, or of any formal body of knowledge. Yoga may well be practice par 
excellence, but the diff erent schools off er certifi cation with hours studied 
and curriculum accomplished, signed by individuals whose names carry 
weight within their community of practitioners, and so on. As soon as 
practice and improvisation move beyond performance, some notation and 
authority are called into play.    

  Redrawing Boundaries   

 A grid of action and context, made up of infi nite boundaries of possibility 
can, by its very complexity, temporarily question the very idea of bound-
aries, which are there and not there at the same time. The pervasiveness 
and quiddity of boundaries-in-context can make them almost irrelevant in 
any practical sense (like water for the fi sh). Like ornament, which in its 
repetition marks presence and absence at the same time, they too are pre-
sent (to consciousness) and obscured at the very same time. The norma-
tive challenge is to fi nd a way of legitimizing these infi nite possibilities 
and the messiness and muddles that go with them, without turning them 
into abstract and absolute rules. We could say that the key would be to note 
them without Notating them. 

 Such an attempt to reconceptualize boundaries would be crucial, for 
example, in the case of national and other forms of collective identity. As 
long as people have lived in communities (that is, from time out of mind) 
there have been boundaries between these communities. The nature of 
these boundaries—their relative fl exibility, porousness, the extent to which 
people could exist on those boundaries, and so on—has not, however, 
been a historical constant. Daniel Boyarin in his important study of  Bound-
arylines  analyzes the slow and highly negotiated process through which 
Christianity and Judaism split off  into separate civilizational endeavors.   32    
The worlds of Al Andalus, of Ottoman Salonike or Edirne, are well-known 
examples of communities living side by side, not without friction and 
sometimes with violence, but also with boundaries that were wider, more 
fl exible, and often more porous than those of the high modern nineteenth- 
and early twentieth-century nation-state. The practice, common through-
out many Mediterranean and North African communities, of sharing 
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saint’s tombs—between Jews and Muslims (in North Africa and Ottoman 
Palestine) and between Orthodox Greeks and Muslims (in Crete before 
World War I) is a fi ne illustration of such fuzzy boundaries. Even in the 
early 1950s, as Iraqi Jews made their way to Israel following their expul-
sion/fl ight from Iraq, a contingent was caught for close to a year in Irbid 
in northern Jordan (just south of the Golan Heights). They spent the year 
praying in the local mosque—despite the 1948 War, the Nakba, and the 
continuing hostilities between Israel and its Arab neighbors.   33    Such fuzz-
iness and sharing across communal boundaries became impossible with 
the crystallization of identities in national and statist terms—a process 
that, while it began with the Peace of Westphalia, became paramount in 
post-Napoleonic Western Europe. It spread to Central Europe in the mid-
century “Springtime of the People” (1848), to the Balkans with the fi rst and 
second Balkan Wars in the early twentieth century, and to the Middle East 
with Zionism and the anti-colonial struggles after the end of World War I. 

 Nationalism and the nation-state redraw boundaries and reconstitute 
collectivities through a high degree of abstraction and notational interven-
tions: maps, passports, treaties, stamps, bureaucracies, fl ags, and all the 
rest. The Peace of Westphalia ended many decades of horrifi c warfare 
across intractable religious boundaries, and in the process began to turn a 
Christian Europe into one of independent national communities. Over 
time, these new nation-states grew bureaucratized and heavily notated; as 
their communal identities became ever more highly abstracted and sym-
bolized, they unleashed a murderous force of their own, as the entire his-
tory of the twentieth century shows, right up to the horrifi c wars that 
accompanied the breakup of Yugoslavia in the 1990s. In such a world, 
context and experience can be crucial as people attempt to mitigate the 
dangers of abstraction, even as their own elucidation and development 
lead invariably along the very same road. 

 We have seen throughout this chapter that the three modes of dealing 
with boundaries and ambiguity that we have identifi ed—notation, ritual, 
and shared experience—are no more than ideal types. Looking at shared 
experience has shown how much pressure there always is, in both notation 
and ritual, to adjust to particular contexts. At the same time, contextual 
behaviors can only be regularized into long-term social resources through 
ritualization or notation. The interactions among all three are continuous. 

 Even so, shared experience brings its own characteristic ways of dealing 
with ambiguity. Reminiscent of ritual, it brackets out many of the bound-
aries that might otherwise be intractable, and that cause problems for 
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notational modes. Unlike ritual, though, it opens up a nearly infi nite tes-
sellation of possible new boundaries, which we can argue over, negotiate, 
and set into continuous new patterns. In the process it also opens up its 
own mode of living in time, diff erent from the timeless truths of much 
notation and from the metered repetitions of ritual. Its rhythms are 
instead more like the pulse or ocean waves, or the way that two people 
walking together may gradually begin to match their steps. The rhythm is 
there: never repeated in exactly the same way twice, always open to the 
historically unique (hills to climb, rocks to avoid), but also allowing us to 
bring the wisdom of our previous steps into the path that remains ahead 
of us. 

 Our fi nal interlude addresses the tensions of experience and notation. 
More specifi cally, our examples, again taken from Jewish and Chinese cul-
tural contexts, illustrate how the thick particularities of life always me-
diate, often rather severely, the abstract categories of our notational 
systems. It is not that practice explodes codes or categories, but that it 
continually mediates them. Codifi cation, notation, and the creation of 
conceptual distinctions are but one end of a dynamic characterized by the 
continual abrogation of these distinctions and the creation of new ones or 
new ways of understanding existing ones. In China we see how the acts of 
governance tie closely to a recognition of the highly mediated nature of its 
own legal categories and the endless process of messy negotiation that the 
workings of context and experience impose. In Judaism we see law almost 
self-consciously refl ecting on itself—aware of the ambiguous nature of the 
experience that it attempts to order and so mitigating its purported abso-
luteness in the midst of its very pronouncements.   



         Interlude:  Experience 
and Multiplicity     

 T H E  A R G U M E N T  F R O M  context and experience is, not surprisingly, at 
least as old as Aristotle. In Book V of his  Nicomachean Ethics , he com-
pares the principles of equity (meaning contextual judgment, as opposed 
to following a universal rule) to a certain builder’s rule used on the island 
of Lesbos, which—being made of lead—“was not fi xed, but adapts itself 
to the shape of the stone.”   1    The rigidities of universal laws and principles 
could only go so far in providing justice and needed to be adapted to par-
ticular circumstances, like the leaden builder’s rule on Lesbos. In fact, 
Book VI of the  Nicomachean Ethics  is devoted to Aristotle’s understanding 
of  phronesis , which provides a unique type of knowledge, distinct from 
both theoretical knowledge ( episteme ) and technological, productive 
know-how ( techne ). A diffi  cult term to understand and translate, often 
rendered as “prudence,”  phronesis  is closer to the prudence-brought-on-
by-experience-of-the-particular. It bears a strong family resemblance to the 
argument that we are making here for contextual knowledge. 

 Theoretical knowledge was, for Aristotle, something very close to our 
idea of notation; it was “ideal, a-temporal and necessary”—like the princi-
ples of geometry, for example.   2    To these he contrasts practical knowledge, 
that is, knowledge that is “concrete, temporal and presumptive.” Theoretical 
reason begins with universal premises and works down to particulars, while 
practical reasoning begins with concrete problems, avoids formal deduc-
tions, and seeks reasonable correspondences between the problem at hand 
and similar, past circumstances as guides to action. In Aristotle’s own words: 

 It is apparent that prudence is not scientifi c knowledge, for  . . .  it 
concerns the last thing [i.e., the particular], since this is what is 
achievable in action. Hence it is opposite to understanding. For 
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 understanding is about the [fi rst] terms, [those] that have no ac-
count of them, but prudence is about the last thing, the object of 
perception, not of scientifi c knowledge.   3    

   Scientifi c knowledge, that is, theory, is for Aristotle totally abstract and 
general with no worldly relevance, while prudence ( phronesis ) is eminently 
practical and action-oriented. 

 He divides practical knowledge into two kinds: together with  phronesis , 
Aristotle counted  techne  as a form of practical knowledge. Technical knowl-
edge is the ability to synthesize former experience into workable precepts 
to produce good eff ects. Technical knowledge is productive, tied to the act 
of making ( poiesis ) rather than to action per se ( praxis ), which is in the 
realm of  phronesis . An excellent technician is one who can instantiate gen-
eral rules (of carpentry, say) in diff erent circumstances. The expert techni-
cian can construct general rules from past experience and bring them to 
bear on new ones—in the manner of any accomplished craftsman.  Phro-
nesis , however, takes us some ways beyond this form of knowledge. This is 
because  phronesis  grows out of and refl ects back on experience without 
solidifying it into general laws. It is, to quote Joseph Dunne, “a perfected 
form of experience in that it is the virtue which makes the experience of 
some people not just the accumulated systematization of their past ac-
tions and impressions but a dynamic orientation to bring this systemati-
zation into play and allow it to be tested by present circumstances, to draw 
from it what is relevant and to see where it does not fi t—in the former case 
consolidating it and in the latter extending or modifying it.”   4    Phronesis is 
less a set of general rules and more an orientation toward action and so 
toward new forms of particular experiences.    

  Code and Commentary   

 This orientation toward the particular, which defi nes the action-oriented 
forms of knowledge, lies at the heart of our argument on experience. As op-
posed to the linguistic analysis of Basil Bernstein, who saw the context-bound 
as inherently limited and limiting, we are claiming that the context-bound 
may also provide an experiential richness that constitutes not only its own 
form of knowledge, but following Aristotle, its own virtue as well.   5    Ambi-
guity here is neither denied as in notation, nor “précised” as in ritual, but is 
rather continually negotiated in the endless profusion of new experiences, a 
mosaic of boundaries, rather than their binary or relativized representation.   6    
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 To play this role, however, experience must be rich and deep. Aristotle 
himself says that young men cannot be wise in  phronesis , for they have not 
been around long enough to accumulate the necessary amount of experi-
ence.   7    Context requires time, and time becomes experience through nar-
rative. It is thus not surprising that for Robert Cover narrative played a 
constitutive role in informing (and sometimes, in pluralistic societies, 
challenging) the most normative and notated orders of society, that is, 
their legal systems. Cover’s seminal essay on “Nomos and Narrative” 
showed us how legal orders exist within much more extensive temporal 
and narrative frameworks of communal meaning and belonging that 
make up an embracing  nomos  of which law is but one element. These 
narratives, he taught, locate and contextualize the law and give it meaning. 
In his words: “For every constitution there is an epic, for each Decalogue 
a scripture.”   8    And it is these narratives, he argues, that make the law “not 
merely a system of rules to be observed, but a world in which we live.”   9    
Narratives, no less than law codes, he shows, establish “lexicons of norma-
tive action” and paradigms for behavior.   10    

 After developing this argument, Cover goes on to show that the exis-
tence of very diff erent interpretive communities within a single  corpus 
juris  can lead to continual contestations and widely divergent understand-
ings of what had been assumed to be a shared  nomos . Divergent narrative 
traditions—that is to say, the divergent experiences and contexts (of the 
Amish, or the Church of Latter Day Saints, for example) lead to very 
 diff erent understandings of the normative or legal order. Without shared 
experience, the  nomos  is but a system of rules and not a world. 

 Cover argues that the move from rules (norm) to  nomos  must involve 
context and experience. Sharing  nomos  must involve shared experience, 
and so a shared narrative as well. That is why his descriptions of such a 
shared narrative draw richly on religious groups (both historical and con-
temporary) and their narratives of the  longue durée . As he points out: 

 The divinely ordered normative corpus, common ritual, and strong 
interpersonal obligations that together form the basis of such a paid-
eic legal order may indeed be potent. They combine to create precepts 
and principles enough to fi ll our lives, as well as to fi t those precepts 
into the common narratives locating the social group in relation to 
the cosmos, to its neighbors, to the natural world. The precepts, then, 
not only are there—they are also infused with the full range of conno-
tation that only an integrated set of narratives can provide.   11    
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   The ritual component is important in binding norms to  nomos , obliga-
tions of “ought” to those of “Ought,” and so in the creation of the shared 
subjunctive that stands at the foundation of so much of our sociability. 
Shared ritual binds disparate elements by mediating the tension between 
them. In the broadest of terms, there is always a tension between the 
terms of a legal order—of abstract justice—and the demands of commu-
nity and shared narrative. This is not simply the tension between justice 
and equity that Aristotle discussed, but is closer to that between truth and 
trust. All legal systems serve both masters—or perhaps mediate between 
them. There is, as all would agree, a demand for truth, and an under-
standing that justice requires ascertaining the “facts” of the case at hand. 
Together with the demand for truth, there may, however, also be a comple-
mentary demand to maintain the bonds of solidarity and community 
within society—trust. This need to maintain community does not always 
square with a straightforward demand for truth, especially when understood 
in the most abstract and general terms. 

 Jewish law, for example, clearly recognizes that justice, without the 
quality of what we are calling “trust,” is a dangerous entity; it splits moun-
tains and can destroy human well-being. Justice must be mediated with 
peace—a mediation that is achieved through compromise, which is 
always the preferred mode of resolution of diff erences, rather than any 
appeal to “pure” justice. Peace in this context means social peace—the 
maintenance of the bonds of mutual well-being and solidarity that make 
human society possible.   12    Justice—abstract, cold, avenging justice—is a 
quality of God and thus not always advisable for mere mortals to dabble 
in. The more commonplace distinction between justice and mercy is 
roughly a subset of that between truth and trust. It is one form among 
many through which the contradictions and tensions between truth and 
trust work themselves out. 

 A second mediation—one within the textual corpus itself—mirrors the 
continual mediation of abstract justice by the needs of empathy and com-
munity. This is the mediation of what may be called “code” by “commen-
tary”—not too distant from Cover’s ideas of  nomos  and narrative. Within 
the Jewish legal corpus, this has been developing for close to two mil-
lennia, from the very origins of legal codifi cation in the Mishnah. Given a 
continual push toward notation and codifi cation, there has been, over the 
centuries, an equally strong counter-push toward commentary, toward 
greater and greater contextualization of the code, and its mediation by the 
citation of alternative rulings, divergent explanations, minority decisions, 
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and an expansive amplifi cation of possibilities beyond those codifi ed. In 
the telling words of Isadore Twersky: 

 Attempts to compress the Halachah by formal codifi cation alter-
nate with counter-attempts to preserve the fullness and richness of 
both the method and substance of the Halachah by engaging in 
interpretation, analogy, logical inference, and only then formu-
lating the resultant normative conclusion. Any student who fol-
lows the course of rabbinic literature from Geonic works of the 
eighth century through the Mishneh Torah and Turim and on 
down to the Shulkan ‘Aruk cannot ignore this see-saw tendency. 
The tension is ever present and usually catalytic. No sooner is the 
need for codifi cation met than a wave of non-codifi catory work 
rises. A code could provide guidance and certitude for a while but 
not fi nality . . .  . A code, even in the eyes of its admirers, required 
vigilant explanation and judicious application.   13    

   While codes, such as that of Maimonides, sought to eliminate divergent 
rulings and interpretations, commentary thrived on the never-ending addi-
tion of context, detail, and the plethora of confl icting explanations and in-
terpretations. Maimonides sought in his code to abstract purely formulated 
behavioral norms from the Talmud. This attempt, however, downplayed 
the problem that these can become a shared world only by being embedded 
in their contexts. Maimonides sought to excise precisely those more con-
textual parts of the Talmud from the curricula of study.   14    In just the same 
way, the utility of major codes such as Joseph Karo’s  Shulkan ‘Aruk , which 
to this day remains normative, did not prevent them from being ques-
tioned and seen by many as giving too short a shrift to the often “incom-
municable values and aspirations of religious experience and spiritual 
existence.”   15    What made this debate possible and prevented it from ulti-
mately leading to the growth of communal schism—to what is termed 
“two toroth” (literally, “two laws”)? We suggest that as radically divergent as 
were the understandings of the role of a code in the practice of Judaism, 
the practice of ritual and its shared experience united all parties to the dis-
pute. This itself mediates the purely abstract nature of any code, as we saw 
in the article by Haym Soloveitchik as quoted in  chapter  4  . True, the 
debate over Maimonides’s  Mishneh Torah  was especially virulent and was 
part of a much broader debate over the role of philosophy that pitted var-
ious Jewish communities in southern France, Spain, and Ashkenaz against 
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one another.   16    But such tensions both predated the Maimonidean contro-
versy and outlived it. They are an integral part of that particularly Jewish 
communal narrative within which the  nomos  is grounded. The thick bonds 
of shared ritual are themselves an interpretation and contextualization of 
code, even as the continuing and collective study of commentary provides 
both armature and ornament for both. 

 The myriad ways that context and experience mediate notation reach 
well beyond the dynamics internal to any one tradition. The experience of 
shared context—of living side by side, sharing neighborhoods, business 
deals, and public spaces—has historically imposed its own logic of medi-
ation. The needs of the hour have, again and again, greatly circumscribed 
the course of strict notation, as have the contexts of lives shared across 
diff erent notational systems. 

 Jewish legal texts dealing with the legitimacy and illegitimacy of Gen-
tile courts ( arka’ot shel goyim ) off er a potentially rich arena for viewing this 
dynamic. While Jewish law, from the Amoraic period onward, has in-
cluded the dictum of  dina d’malkhuta dina  (the law of the state is the law), 
the understanding, circumscription, interpretation, and enactment of this 
legal principle has varied in diff erent periods.   17    Generations of legal theo-
rists from the seventh century until today have debated how, for example, 
to accept its implications in principle without losing the specifi city of the 
Jewish legal system. Does the law pertain only to matters between the king 
and his subjects (and not, for example, in matters of torts or family law)? 
Is it restricted to matters of taxation, punishment, or eminent domain? 

 Further complications arise in matters of contracts. Contracts drawn 
up in Gentile courts are valid in Jewish law, with the exception of divorce 
decrees and the manumission of slaves. Yet the scope of these excep-
tions and their meaning has been understood very diff erently at diff erent 
times and in diff erent places of the Jewish diaspora. Jewish legal deci-
sors continually debated and contested all these matters and more from 
early medieval into modern times. The generally accepted view—as 
evinced clearly in the legal codes of Moses Maimonides ( Mishneh Torah ), 
Jacob b. Asher ( Ba’al HaTurim ), Joseph Karo ( Shulkan ‘Aruk ), and others—
makes clear that recourse to Gentile courts is prohibited in the strictest 
of fashions. Yet a closer reading of texts and commentaries mediates this 
harsh view. The very diff erent sets of extenuating circumstances, excep-
tions to the rule, and principled recognition of non-Jewish courts add a 
complexity to the binary view that has dominated much of medieval and 
modern understandings. 
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 For example, in matters of damages, recourse to a Gentile court is, in 
the general run of things, strictly forbidden. Such recourse is likened to a 
revolt against and desecration of the Law of Moses. Yet, despite this rhe-
toric, the prohibition appears to rest more on an incongruity of procedure 
between Gentile and Jewish courts than—as is so often assumed—a cate-
gorical condemnation of Gentile judicial systems. This is because in Jew-
ish courts two witnesses are needed to eff ect the transfer of property from 
defendant to claimant, while in Gentile courts one witness is suffi  cient. In 
those situations where Jewish law admits the evidence of one witness only 
(as in the case of a witness for the defense), a Jew is permitted to give tes-
timony in a Gentile court because in such a case the requirements of Jew-
ish law are satisfi ed.   18    Here then we can see the interesting possibilities of 
how diff erent legal systems may accommodate one another when forced 
to by the context of their shared experiential world. 

 In a similar manner, a close and comparative reading of rulings about 
contracts that specify their possible adjudication by Gentile courts raises 
very probing questions as to how the Halachic system viewed the system 
of Gentile courts and their potential role in disputes between Jews. These 
rulings reject such adjudications, but in subtly diff erent ways, and with 
diff erent emphases. Somewhat surprisingly, at certain points and among 
certain decisors, there seems to be a willingness to adopt (or accede to) 
discrete non-Jewish practices, such as the swearing in of witnesses, which 
was a Christian practice that certain Jewish communities, perhaps out of 
ignorance, accepted as the law. In such circumstances, these decisors 
argued, Jewish courts could admit these practices.   19    

 All such features of the law, as well as the exceptions to the blanket 
prohibition on Gentile courts (the most important being the permission to 
go to Gentile courts when dealing with a man of known violent inclina-
tions) lead us to believe that we are looking at a number of critical mecha-
nisms of accommodation and even (partial) legitimation of at least certain 
aspects of a foreign notational system. Such alien notations can thus 
become useful and possibly transferable to other legal systems at other 
times. While much further study is necessary to support this claim, it is 
clear from study of  responsa  literature, Rabbinic court records, and com-
munal legislation ( takkanot ha-kahal ) that at least by the late eighteenth 
century, and in a departure from the late medieval period, the relationship 
of Rabbinic courts and Gentile ones tended to be cooperative. 

 For example, recent research by Jay Berkovitz has illustrated this 
adaptive capacity of Jewish culture, through his investigation of the 



 188   R E T H I N K I N G  P L U R A L I S M

 relationship of the Metz Rabbinic court to the French judiciary in the 
latter part of the eighteenth century. Containing nearly 1,200 cases, the 
Rabbinic court register brims with details of commercial transactions, 
family law, and modes of jurisprudence.   20    The authority to adjudicate 
civil cases was very salient in Jewish communal life prior to the nine-
teenth century. The main focus of his study is the procedural cooperation 
between Jewish and general courts and the precise strategies for navi-
gating between the competing jurisdictions of the two systems. In Metz, 
the Jews encountered the challenges of legal pluralism on a daily basis, 
and they met these challenges by adapting to the prevailing system of law. 
Their eff orts were predicated on the idea of legal centralism, that is, the 
theory that foreign systems must subordinate themselves to state law. 
Prior to the Revolution, and with the encouragement of the state, law 
functioned as a homogenizing force. The result was a powerful impulse 
to coordinate with the French legal system, and although there are no 
signs of either coercive pressure or capitulation, this was felt keenly in 
every area involving monetary exchange and contractual interaction. The 
integration of Jews into a unifi ed legal system was not synonymous with 
civil-political equality, nor did it confer freedom from prejudice. How-
ever, as Berkovitz has shown, the realm of law off ered Jews a framework 
from which emerged rules of engagement between the Jewish minority 
and the surrounding society and culture.    

  Thin Disguises and Local Governance   

 Context-driven adjustments between two or more quite diff erent nota-
tional systems illustrate how dialogue between notational code and con-
textual commentary has allowed people to live together in spite of their 
diff erent traditions. In addition, however, very diff erent forms of contex-
tual ambiguity may be at work, even within a society organized around a 
single regulatory code. China’s history has many cases in which the state 
insists on a unity of rules and a single narrative. Nevertheless, local offi  -
cials and residents fi nd ways around them, as long as people disguise 
their activities enough to give local offi  cials the ability to say that the laws 
are being implemented, and as long as local offi  cials are willing to rule 
with “one eye open and one eye closed,” as the common Chinese meta-
phor puts it. That is, the notational rule is clear and accepted by all, but 
like the “leaden rule” that Aristotle described, bends greatly to fi t the 
shape of particular contexts. 
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 There is an old adage in China: “hanging up a sheep’s head but 
selling dog meat” ( gua yangtou mai gourou ). It speaks to more than just 
false advertising, where a butcher announces that he is selling mutton, 
but instead has only dog meat, which is much cheaper and less presti-
gious. The customers know perfectly well that they are buying dog, so in 
a sense there is nothing “false” about the advertising. Instead, they want 
to buy their cheap, low-prestige meat in a way that allows them to save 
face. Butcher and customers alike can claim the benefi ts of acting as if 
they were buying and selling mutton, even though everyone knows it is 
something else altogether. 

 Something similar characterizes many aspects of governance in China 
today (and in Taiwan, especially before its democratization after 1987). We 
will discuss religious examples in particular, although it is also true in 
other realms. For roughly a century, under both Communist and Nation-
alist rule (and even under Japanese colonial rule from 1895 to 1945 in Tai-
wan), China’s legal system has guaranteed nominal freedom of religion, 
but with severe restrictions in practice. First, under European legal infl u-
ence, religions were defi ned along roughly Protestant lines, as voluntarily 
joined systems of belief with sacred texts and trained clergy. Confucian-
ism was ruled out, as was most of the local-level worship in small temples 
and on home altars. The remaining religions were to be organized on 
roughly corporatist lines, each with a centralized administration closely 
tied to state supervision. That list in China today includes only fi ve legal 
religions: Buddhism, Daoism, Islam, Protestantism, and Catholicism. All 
temples, mosques, and churches must register through the appropriate 
national association. This notational system of regulation makes it ex-
tremely diffi  cult to practice local popular religion, which was regularly 
condemned as “feudal superstition” until recently. Probably several hun-
dred million people nevertheless take part in such activities at least a few 
times in the course of a year. It has also caused great diffi  culty for tens of 
millions of Catholics and Protestants who reject state control over their 
churches and ordinations. 

 The result in many cases has been a kind of governance by turning a 
blind eye, a mutually agreed-upon hypocrisy in which people hang up a 
sheep’s head of respectability for the state to see, but everyone knows that 
the meat is actually dog. One rather early but well-documented example 
stems back to the fi rst decades of the Japanese occupation of Taiwan 
(1895–1945). Chinese almost everywhere hold a major ritual in the seventh 
lunar month—the Universal Salvation (Pudu)—to feed the hungry ghosts 



 190   R E T H I N K I N G  P L U R A L I S M

who are released from the underworld at that time. During the late nine-
teenth century, Taiwanese (like some other Chinese on the mainland) in-
cluded something called “robbing the lonely ghosts” in which unattached 
young men would compete to retrieve fl ags and off erings placed at the 
top of very tall bamboo poles. As a contemporary missionary observer 
described it: 

 A very unspiritual mob—thousands and thousands of hungry beg-
gars, tramps, blacklegs, desperadoes of all sorts, from the country 
towns, the city slums, or venturing under cover of night from their 
hiding-places among the hills—surged and swelled in every part of 
the open space .  .  .  . Screaming, cursing, howling, like demons of 
the pit, they all joined in the onset . . .  . It was a very bedlam, and the 
wildness of the scene was enhanced by the irregular explosion of 
fi recrackers and the death-groan of someone worsted in the fray.   21    

   The Japanese rulers were not fond of this sort of chaos, and made this 
particular custom (but not the Universal Salvation as a whole) illegal. In at 
least one township, villagers told local offi  cials that they would comply. 
Not only that, as loyal subjects of the Japanese emperor, on the day of the 
ritual they would substitute an athletic competition as part of the new 
Japanese emphasis on physical education. The particular competition they 
held set teams of young men against each other to climb tall bamboo poles 
and retrieve fl ags and other off erings at the top.   22    In other words, they kept 
doing exactly what they had done before, but called it something else. Was 
the government fooled by this? Almost surely not, because the govern-
ment offi  ces in this town are just a few minutes walk from the temple 
plaza where the ritual took place, and many of its employees, even under 
colonialism, were local people. 

 Such techniques of diplomatic hypocrisy—I will pretend this is an ath-
letic competition if you will pretend to believe me—occur over and over 
again. Something almost identical happened after the Nationalists retook 
Taiwan in 1945, and campaigned against the superstition and waste of 
popular religion, just as the Japanese had. In this case, they tried to dis-
courage people from off ering whole pigs as sacrifi ces on the birthdays of 
their most important deities. In one town, the custom was for people to try 
to raise the fattest pigs possible, and the most enormous ten—pigs so big 
they could not stand up or even roll over—had the right to be displayed in 
front of the temple. As the government campaign began, the response in 
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this town was again to announce acquiescence and this time to substitute 
an agricultural competition. The ten fattest pigs—now claimed to repre-
sent the farmers with the most advanced agricultural practices rather than 
the most pious believers—were honored in front of the temple. Once 
again, the local people did not actually fool anyone, but just off ered up this 
very thin disguise in exchange for local offi  cials turning a blind eye.   23    

 In 2007, when one of us was interviewing people elsewhere in Taiwan, 
one township offi  cial said that they had a full list of all local temples, along 
with information about founding dates, major deities, and so on. When 
asked if they would share a copy, the various offi  cials in the room looked 
at each other rather sheepishly and fi nally said “no.” Many of the temples, 
they explained, had never registered with the government, even though 
registration was legally required. As offi  cials, if they knew about all those 
temples, they would have to enforce the law. Sharing the results of their 
research, they felt, counted as admitting that they “knew.” Both eyes would 
have been open, and the status quo of ruling by turning a blind eye would 
have been broken.   24    

 Mainland China today does this so systematically that it makes sense 
to think of it as a mode of governance. Perhaps the most obvious example 
in the religious realm is the Christian “house church” movement. House 
churches refer broadly to those congregations, both Protestant and Cath-
olic, that have refused the authority of the state-approved corporatist 
structures for their religions. As unregistered religious groups, they exist 
outside the law and could in principle be repressed at any time. Neverthe-
less, these are the religious groups that have grown most rapidly in China, 
especially the Protestants. They now outnumber members of offi  cial 
churches by very roughly three or four to one, accounting for tens of mil-
lions of people. They were severely repressed during the Cultural Revolu-
tion, but the last 30 years of reform have seen a general trend for the local 
government to look the other way. As a result, there is no longer anything 
underground about these groups—many have built large churches in 
major cities, clearly marked with a cross, and attracting hundreds of wor-
shippers each week. 

 We see something very similar in local temple religion, which is equally 
outside the law. One Hong Kong–based spirit medium, for instance, raises 
money to build new temples in the mainland. When she comes for their 
opening ceremonies, she coordinates with local offi  cials, who are then 
able to make sure that they are away on business during the ritual.   25    There 
are also several documented cases in which local people in China have 
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raised money for temple reconstruction by telling offi  cials that they are 
building a museum of local culture, and telling local residents that they 
are building a temple.   26    In one such case, a sign at one side of the entrance 
proclaims “Museum of Dragon Culture” and one on the other side says 
“Temple to the Dragon King.” As in the Taiwanese cases, there is no pos-
sibility that local offi  cials were actually misled by techniques like not reg-
istering a church while meeting in a large building with a big cross on it, 
or burning incense and praying in a “museum.” 

 This kind of thing can occur at the national level as well. For example, in 
2009 one of us asked a monk who was involved in one of the most impor-
tant Buddhist charitable foundations in China—the Ren’ai Foundation—
how they had registered, given that religions were not supposed to carry out 
non-religious activities like charity. He explained that they simply had not 
registered as Buddhists, but instead asked some lay followers to register the 
group with the Civil Aff airs Bureau as an ordinary non-governmental orga-
nization (NGO). When they go to give aid, as after the devastating Sichuan 
earthquake in 2008, they do not use Buddhist symbols on their banners 
and other information, but he said that they make sure to have clergy there 
so that people make the association. Their web site makes no eff ort at all to 
hide the Buddhist connection. In fact, many thousands of NGOs in China 
(both religious and not) have registrations that are not strictly legal. Some 
register as for-profi t businesses, because it is so much easier. Some register 
with an inappropriate organization. Others do not register at all. 

 For NGOs, just as for the temples and churches, offi  cials are calcu-
lating that they have something to gain by feigning blindness toward these 
developments. In particular, they realize that such groups off er many 
important services (old age care, as just one example), can provide inde-
pendent sources of information to the government (like environmental 
monitoring), and have close ties to local social structures (especially true 
for local temples). 

 If these compromises are so useful for both state and society, why not 
simply change the laws and regulations? Some of the reasons are unique 
to China’s history and current politics. Without democracy, there are only 
very limited forms of feedback through which popular pressure might 
lead to changes in the law. In these particular cases, where relatively non-
confrontational means have been found in order to live with the situation, 
there is little pressure at all. In addition, a freeing up of the registration 
procedure for religions or NGOs may imply more room for an indepen-
dent civil society than China is currently willing to risk. 
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 Other reasons that people choose to live with hypocrisy, however, are 
much more widely shared with other places. One need only think of pros-
titution in most Western countries. The practice is illegal in the great ma-
jority of them, but is tolerated in some forms in all of them. The reason is 
that the law is being used as a statement of moral principles rather than as 
a necessity for social control. Governance through hypocrisy can some-
times have the extremely useful social eff ect of allowing us to proclaim 
certain moral values while actually dealing with life in its particular con-
texts. Being earnest may not always be so important. 

 Much of the literature on China interprets the sorts of behavior we 
have been describing as either resistance against the state (e.g., house 
churches) or collusion.   27    That is, most scholars see contextual hypocrisy 
purely as refracted through the lens of notation: either as the conscious 
challenge to a rule, or as a competition between two diff erent sets of rules. 
Instead, we are suggesting that it might be more fruitfully understood 
through the pragmatic lens of shared experience. This is not a story about 
justice or rule of law, but instead about Aristotle’s “equity” and his leaden 
rule. 

 The kinds of context-bound compromises that we have been discuss-
ing are inherently unoffi  cial, ad hoc, and informal. They rely on winks and 
nudges in a way that cannot function if they are formalized into the nota-
tional realm. That is why “don’t ask, don’t tell” has been such a problem-
atic policy for dealing with homosexuality in the U.S. military: as soon as 
you announce it as formal policy, you have “told.” Because these arrange-
ments are ad hoc, they will not necessarily generalize across a country as 
large and varied as China. We know of situations where one township 
might turn a blind eye to house churches, while the one right next door 
might repress them according to the letter of the law. 

 Such situations thus have an inherent instability over time and space. 
A change from the top leadership could lead to sudden enforcement of the 
law, or a local offi  cial could simply decide to make an example of a partic-
ular group by arresting its leaders or cracking down in other ways. For the 
offi  cial, this might send a message to other groups about how far they can 
push, or it could simply be a way of harassing an enemy. As a form of 
governance, turning a blind eye has the advantages of off ering enormous 
fl exibility in context, in a system otherwise known for its rigidity. Yet it also 
creates tensions of its own, and thus has its own modes of repression. 

 Turning a blind eye is another form of bracketing out some aspects of 
the situation. In this case, obvious bits of behavior are set aside (like big 
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unregistered congregations meeting openly) or weakly claimed to be 
something else (like an athletic or agricultural competition). All bracket-
ing like this is subject to accusations of hypocrisy. We can see this most 
clearly in religious reactions against ritualization, like the Calvinist cri-
tique of Catholicism, or Mozi’s early critique of Confucian ritual as a point-
less waste of money and time. In the cases under discussion here, the 
tension with hypocrisy is especially powerful because the bracketing is so 
open and so improvised. We are not dealing with rituals, after all, but with 
recent, ad hoc, and constantly changing adaptations to particular contexts. 

 As with the subjunctive worlds that rituals create, however, the artifi -
cial conventionality—in these cases, something close to a simple lie—is 
not really a problem. As Roy Rappaport argued for ritual, the point of sub-
junctive artifi ce is not to express facts (or lies) about the world, but to 
express one’s acceptance of the convention.   28    Unlike ordinary acts of 
resistance, calling the ghost ritual an athletic contest goes on the public 
record as full acceptance of government policy. This use of shared experi-
ence to cross the boundary between state and society allows people to live 
with a great deal of ambiguity in practice, even as they claim obedience to 
the rules. 

 On the other hand, such solutions are also inherently unstable. Because 
the hypocrisy is so close to the surface and because occasional repression 
is so much a part of the system, there is a lot of pressure against ritual-
izing them very much. Unlike ritual proper, the techniques of governing 
with a blind eye cannot recur forever. They exist less in the endless repeti-
tions of rhythmic time than in the pulse of history, always subject to 
changing constraints and renegotiations. Their inherent instability is not 
necessarily a problem, however, because it is also the key to their use as a 
positive mode of governance, a way for people and offi  cials to fi nd ways to 
work together.    

  Conclusion   

 At the beginning of the twentieth century, Clemenceau famously declared 
that  la révolution est un bloc . By this he meant that one could not disaggre-
gate the values of human rights, secularism, democracy, and republi-
canism, which together represented the unifi ed and coherent inheritance 
of the revolution of 1789. All were part and parcel of the same general and 
generalizable system of abstract ideals. Today, we know better. We know 
that democratic elections can bring to power militant and repressive 
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theocratic regimes. It is also clear that religious elites and parties are not 
necessarily anti-democratic or opposed to human rights. We know, too, 
that secularism per se is no guarantee of peaceful relations between na-
tions or the enactment of human rights. In short, it is evident that moder-
nity can mean many things in diff erent places and at diff erent times, so 
that it seldom resembles an integrally woven skein of meanings, commit-
ments, and value orientations. Again and again, local historical contexts 
have given the lie to more abstract systems of meaning. 

 This reality, together with the eff ects of globalization, the enmeshing 
of worldwide economies, the massive movements of population across 
the world (including the growth in Europe of its non-Christian popu-
lace), and the intermixing of various ideologies of post-modernism, have 
all led to a questioning of conventional understandings in the social and 
historical sciences, political thought, religious studies, literature, and 
law. Scholars of law have expressed this in the growing recognition that 
the centrism characterizing the legal order of the state was much more 
problematic than it was once thought to be. We see this in diff erent ways 
in both the Jewish and Chinese examples we have discussed in this 
interlude. 

 With the growth of the nation-state during the nineteenth century, and 
with the extension of its power and hegemony over ever more arenas of 
human action and interaction, the law of the state came to be seen as the 
only source of legally valid normative orders. The legal system of the state 
attained its apogee in positivistic legal thought, procedural in nature, 
which made nary a claim to transcendent, revelatory, or otherwise other-
worldly or ultimate sources of authority. In very dissimilar ways and in 
accordance with widely diff erent political imperatives, both Carl Schmitt 
and Hans Kelsen have been major theorists of this approach.   29    

 This picture began to change about a quarter of a century ago. The 
publication of Robert Cover’s “Nomos and Narrative” made clear the exis-
tence of very diff erent “interpretive communities” within the boundaries 
of the nation-state that did not necessarily share the same “narrative” of 
meaning-giving order that was represented in and through the legal codes 
of the state.   30    At roughly the same time, the idea of legal pluralism began 
to take root. It argued for the existence within one country of multiple 
legal orders and normative frameworks—of communities that regulated 
their lives according to diff erent (often hierarchically ordered) sets of legal 
criteria, not all of which could be subsumed within the logic of the law of 
the state. This was, of course, the state of aff airs before the emergence of 
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the modern nation-state and recalls the examples we presented above of 
Jewish law dealing with and at times accepting Gentile jurisdiction. 

 Debates abound within the literature devoted to legal pluralism over 
the existence of weak and strong forms of pluralism. Weak legal pluralism 
here indicates the delegation by the state of a particular area of legal adju-
dication to a system of law that is autonomous of state principles and 
codes. The existence of Rabbinic courts or Muslim Sharia courts in Europe 
and North America are examples of this type of legal pluralism in which 
the state, while granting a certain degree of legal autonomy to an alter-
native system, ultimately maintains its hegemony. Thus, one can marry 
according to Jewish ritual law, but what makes the marriage legally valid is 
the signing of a certifi cate issued by the secular authorities. Strong legal 
pluralism implies the de facto existence of alternative legal orders, which 
are responsible for compliance by a certain populace and which exist inde-
pendent of the state’s legitimizing mechanisms (if not, of course, of its 
coercive force). The debates over strong and weak forms of legal pluralism, 
their social correlates, and especially their prescriptive dimensions have 
only intensifi ed following the events of September 11, 2001, and the 
increased argument over Islam in Europe, Sharia courts, the veiling of 
women, polygamy, and so on. The arguments presented here and in the 
previous chapter suggest that these debates have much to gain from look-
ing more seriously at context and experience, rather than only at shared 
notation. 

 Consider, for example, the case for the Islamic presence in Europe, 
which has evoked serious debate concerning the legal orders of EU member 
states. How current European law can or cannot accommodate Islam and 
Islamic practices (from family law, to dietary restrictions, to personal codes 
of behavior) has already generated a vast and important literature. This 
issue has become one of the major challenges facing legal theorists, policy 
makers, and religious leaders in today’s world in the form of the problem of 
legal pluralism, that is, the coexistence within distinct nation-states of vastly 
diff erent interpretations and understandings of what were once viewed as a 
unifi ed and coherent frame of worldviews and normative orders. In some 
cases in Europe, a pragmatic and ground-up approach, fl exible and context-
rich, emerging from the experiences of a shared life, is coming to replace 
reliance on notational absolutes as we come to mediate the boundaries 
between increasingly ritualized communities in worlds once assumed to be 
secular and sincere. Thus, for  example, Dutch law now recognizes  kafala  
“parentage,” a Moroccan form of family living that is not formal adoption, 
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but is currently suffi  cient to allow family subsidies under the Child Benefi t 
Act. Similarly, the increasing legitimacy of the “cultural defense” argument 
in courts throughout Europe and the Americas points to a growing aware-
ness to the importance of local  particularities, and to the experience of 
diff erence in adjudicating wide varieties of cases, even within criminal law.   31    

 Such an approach focuses knowledge on particularities and hence on 
what is, in essence, experience. In this, it calls to mind John Dewey’s 
 strictures on experience, which he taught is the central component in 
thinking. “To learn from experience” he tells us, “is to make a backward 
and forward connection between what we do to things and what we enjoy 
and suff er from things in consequence. Under such conditions, doing 
becomes a trying; an experiment with the world to fi nd out what it is 
like.”   32    In this process, we cannot separate the intellect from experience. 
Indeed, the attempt to force such separation leaves us with disembodied, 
abstract knowledge that all too often emphasizes things rather than the 
relations or connections between them.   33    Such knowledge, however, of-
fers little help in our attempt to connect the multitude of disconnected 
data that the world presents into a framework of meaning. Meaning rests 
not on the knowledge of “things” but on the relations between them, that 
is, between us. We can assess these relations, as Dewey argued, only 
through experience, because only through experience do we bring the rel-
evant relations between things into any sensible sort of juxtaposition. 

 In the construction of a shared social world, which includes those who 
are diff erent, challenging, unknown and even threatening, we benefi t from 
being open to experience, rather than falling back on preconceived ideas 
and abstract forms of knowledge. We must enter a process that can only be 
realized through a slow, cumulative and not always conscious process of 
straddling the boundaries of our existing and developing modes of thought 
through the challenges of shared action—of embodied  experience. In so 
doing, we may come to recognize the only partial,  fragile, mutable, and 
heavily freighted nature of the interpretive and notational frames that we 
bring to our experiences, even as we overcome them in our newly shared 
human encounters.     
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        Conclusion     

 C O N S T R U C T I N G  C A T E G O R I E S  I S  one of the fundamental skills that 
make up our human capacity for culture. We cannot speak without a 
language that divides the world into categories, just as we cannot function 
socially without some concepts of role and personhood. Some scholars 
describe this as a way of making order out of the underlying ambiguities 
of experience, just as stories from many peoples around the world describe 
creation as an act of ordering a primordial chaos. It may be just as useful 
to turn this around, however. Ambiguity is possible only because cate-
gories exist, and it cannot be conceptualized except through and in con-
trast to categories. In other words, ambiguity and order are permanently 
intertwined. Because our categories, rules, and orders are all constructed—
always too abstract and too concrete at the same time, as we argued in 
 chapter  1  —ambiguities threaten to undermine them, and we can never 
fully avoid this danger. Yet we cannot live without putting some order on 
the world. The problem that we have been exploring is how to live with 
ambiguity while still retaining order. 

 This issue pervades human life, but we have been especially interested 
in one crucial aspect of it: How can we live with people who diff er from us 
in some fundamental ways? At an individual level, the process of distin-
guishing self from other has seen a great deal of attention from psycholo-
gists. The social version of the question, however, seems increasingly 
pressing in the current world. How can social groups live together peace-
fully, even though they may not share even traits that they see as basic 
to human nature or national character (eating rice, bathing every day, 
speaking English, wearing clothes that button, accepting Jesus)? The line 
between social self and other nearly always worries people because the 
diff erence threatens to undermine so much that we can otherwise take for 
granted as normal. At the same time, however, we always share a great 
deal with any human other. The boundary is ambiguous. 
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 For many people in the contemporary world, the fi rst resort to resolve 
problematic ambiguity seems to be the creation of new categories and new 
rules. We see this in self-improvement manuals, like how to cure depen-
dence in 12 steps, or become a better manager by following 10 (or 100, or 
365) simple rules. It appears again in pop psychological advice to parents 
that they just have to set clear boundaries in order to raise good children. 
And again in the attempt to legislate solutions to inevitable ambiguities 
that arise as technologies and social habits change, for instance in privacy 
rights after electronic communications became common. One need only 
glance at the gargantuan Federal Register to see this in action. The constant 
push to litigate, especially in the United States, is part of this as well. Liti-
gation works to create legal precedents to disambiguate issues of law, to 
solve the inherent ambiguities of all rules by making more rules in the 
form of legal precedents. 

 This job of making new rules and new categories to occupy the ambig-
uous spaces never ends because it cannot ultimately succeed. This is not 
simply because every new category has a new ambiguity at its edges. It is 
also because rules and categories—what we have been calling notation—
tend toward the universal, toward a claim of validity in all times and places. 
They are written in stone, sometimes literally. The world, however, is not. 
Everything varies across space and time. That is, true and total repetition 
is impossible, as we discussed in  chapter  3  . Systems of rules and cate-
gories decontextualize by their nature. We need them exactly because they 
allow us to generalize across times and contexts. And yet, history happens 
anyway. Notation can never be complete, and we thus constantly have to 
inscribe new stones. Notation’s escape from the fetters of space and time 
is both its advantage and its weakness. Categories and rules give us the 
crucial ability to generalize, but they are never adequate for any particular 
context. 

 We frequently use notational mechanisms to address problems of 
social diff erence. People sometimes use it to forbid any kind of diff erence, 
as with ethnic cleansing. Sometimes diff erence is allowed in private but 
forbidden in public behavior, as in current European movements to ban 
the Muslim head scarf. Sometimes it is allowed in public, too, for instance 
where alternative legal systems are allowed to exist in some countries. 
Every single one of these mechanisms, however, also absolutizes diff er-
ence. At its most horrifi c, notation has purifi ed the boundary through 
mass murder. At its most generous, it guarantees certain rights to be dif-
ferent. Either way, however, creates a rock-hard boundary around the 
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group, a brick wall with no room for ambiguity or variation. We can see 
this at its most ludicrous, perhaps, in an earlier American attempt to ti-
trate “race” into ever fi ner ranges—dividing people into quadroons and 
octoroons, or dividing new European immigrants into Slavic, Baltic, Hun-
garian, Irish, Hebrew, and a host of other races. 

 One of our most important goals in writing this book has been to high-
light alternative ways of thinking about boundaries and ambiguity. There 
may be many of these, but we have concentrated on two that seem both 
important and revealing about the range of possibilities: ritual and shared 
experience. Each of them deals in a diff erent way with boundaries and 
with the closely related problem of time and history. 

 Ritual, we have argued, is like notation in the sense that it both creates 
and accepts boundaries. Notation as an ideal type tells us how to live 
within those boundaries, but in this sense ritual is completely diff erent: it 
always takes us across boundaries. Rituals are alternative moments that 
bring us temporarily into another state. This includes the liminal period 
often discussed for rites of passage, but is true just as much for calendrical 
rites, like the example of the Chinese lunar New Year, mentioned in  chap-
ter  3  , in which families gather to present themselves as an imagined whole 
that may not exist on any other occasion. Even the moment of shaking 
hands or saying “please” marks the imagination of a special state that may 
not exist in other contexts. If notation is parallel to simple indicative state-
ments of fact, then rituals are like metaphors in their ability to make dif-
ference productive. 

 Scholarly analysis usually concentrates on the processes and symbols 
within particular rituals, but the inevitable boundary crossing becomes 
clear only when we see rituals in the broader fl ow of life. There is a tick for 
every tock, an absence for every presence. That is, in addition to all the 
other possible ways in which rituals may involve negotiation across 
boundaries, we must cross into and out of every performance of a ritual 
subjunctive. 

 Ritual, in other words, impels a fl ow of time in a way that notation 
need not. Any boundary crossing implies movement over time, from 
point A now to point B later. Ritual regularizes this through conventional-
ized repetitions—the constructed and shared rhythms that we have been 
calling “meter.” Ritual creates time, in the sense that its shared meters 
allow people to feel that the world is not total chaos, that what happened 
before can reliably happen again, that we share a past and potentially a 
future. This is a critical prerequisite for any sense of trust, without which 
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the prospect of crossing the boundary to accept the Other seems doomed. 
Ritual requires and creates that past and future in a way that notation 
does not. The regular fl ow of time, with its rhythmic ritual interludes, 
itself carries us across boundaries of all kinds. Notation can defi ne bound-
aries that exist without time, but we cannot cross them without the pas-
sage of time. Ritual supplies this and thus allows for the negotiation 
across diff erence. It opens the door for a pluralism that allows us to pen-
etrate boundaries, even as we accept them. In that sense, ritualization 
creates the potential for an openness that is far more diffi  cult to achieve 
under notation alone. 

 Even though ritual accomplishes this, in part, through its shaping of 
time, it still does not off er a truly historical time. That is, ritual’s meter 
resembles notation in its relative infl exibility in the face of the inevitable 
drifts, confl icts, and transformations of real time. This is one reason that 
nearly every strong ritual tradition has been met by criticism that its repe-
titions are meaningless hypocrisy, out of touch with personal and social 
reality. Such critiques are sometimes met with reworked rituals to make 
them more fi tting (as with Zhu Xi’s neo-Confucianism), and sometimes 
with anti-ritual reactions (as with Buddhism’s critique of Hinduism, 
Christianity’s of Judaism, Protestantism’s of Catholicism, and so on). 

 Of the three ways of ordering ambiguity that we have discussed, only 
the third—shared experience—dwells in the unpredictable variations of 
life in their full historical complexity. We are thinking especially of those 
occasions in which people lay aside their diff erences for a moment in 
order to accomplish some task at hand. All of those boundaries of notation 
and ritual are temporarily bracketed out, or perhaps it is more accurate to 
say that each person brings the full complexity of her many identities and 
selves and allows them to interact freely with others, rather than reducing 
everyone to one side or another of a simple boundary. Thus, rather than 
the hard barriers of notation or the permeable boundaries of ritual, we 
have intricate interactions between many possible boundaries. This is less 
a wall than the infi nitely complex edge of a fractal whose convolutions 
never simplify into a simple line at any scale. Another image might be the 
sorts of boundaries that cross-cut a mosaic, perhaps even the ever-chang-
ing mosaic patterns of a kaleidoscope. This last image may be especially 
useful because its patterns evolve over time without ever exactly repeating; 
they are truly historical. Their rhythms are the pulse that grows out of the 
nature of the activity, but not the strict repetitions of meter, which create 
time but not historical change. 
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 Our emphasis on experience draws on the writings of John Dewey, 
who taught us to pay greater heed to experience than to our preexisting 
perceptions, which could include both notational and ritual concepts. He 
tried to teach us to think in new ways, to think “refl ectively,” as he termed 
it—with a constant openness to the challenges of experience and change. 
Yet, he also cautioned: 

 Refl ective thinking is always more or less troublesome because it 
involves overcoming the inertia that inclines one to accept sugges-
tions at their face value; it involves the willingness to endure a con-
dition of mental unrest and disturbance.  Refl ective thinking, in short, 
means judgment suspended during further inquiry, and suspense is likely 
to be somewhat painful .  . . .  To maintain a state of doubt and to carry 
on a systematic and protracted inquiry—these are the essentials of 
thinking.   1    

   At the end of this study of ambiguity and the diff erent ways in which we 
confront it, we want to stress that such thinking through experience, sus-
pending judgment even as one forms new conjectures, can potentially 
lead us to new forms of action. 

 Our encounter with the other, with the partially unknown, with the 
ambiguous, has the potential to open up new possibilities for under-
standing, self-refl ection, and ultimately, for action. To realize this poten-
tial, however, we must be willing to recognize and accept the ambiguity 
that adheres to all forms of otherness. We must thus be open to the other, 
to the challenges to our boundaries, and to the diffi  culties of the dialogue 
that may ensue. Dialogue—genuine dialogue—exists only where, as Mar-
tin Buber taught us, “each of the participants really has in mind the other 
or others in their present and particular beings and turns to them with 
the intention of establishing a living mutual relation between himself 
and them.”   2    Such mutuality implies as well our willingness to relinquish 
control of the developing encounter, creating an open-endedness that 
does not exist with either notation or ritual. While not negating ourselves, 
we must nevertheless abandon our inherent desire to control the situa-
tion and to order it according to our own dictates—we must be willing to 
live with ambiguity. This is not easily achieved. But it is not impossible, 
either. 

 The art of the encounter with the other, the openness to the transfor-
mative potential that this contains, actually constitutes experience itself. 
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Such experience diff ers greatly from the type of rational control and 
descriptive acumen that we identify with notational knowledge. We end 
with a presentation of a small “tool-kit” of possible ways to further such 
refl ective thinking and openings to shared experience. These include: 
   
       •     Holding all claims to absolute truth in abeyance. Many such claims, 

especially those that center on issues of morality and society, are irrel-
evant and often counterproductive for concrete action.  

      •     Recognizing the partial nature of all understandings. David Hume’s 
famous dictum “Explanation is where the mind rests” is never the 
place of full knowledge, but only of a purpose well served.  

      •     Allowing experience to precede judgment. Bring in the minimum as-
sumptions needed to get the job done, rather than a checklist of princi-
ples against which the experience itself is to be verifi ed.  

      •     Understanding knowledge to be  for  the achievement of some goal, 
rather than  of  any set of essential characteristics of the other, her 
dreams and desires. We should be careful to defi ne this knowledge  for  
in non-ideological terms, without reference to our own fantasies and 
fears.  

      •     Distancing our own commitments (to our own well-being or the 
well-being of our group, for example) from our idea formations and 
explanations of the concrete other with whom we are in contact.   

   
   If we can keep these principles in mind and so maintain the impor-

tance of shared experience alongside both abstract thought and more 
communally bounded forms of ritual, we may well fi nd the way for accept-
ing and working with that ambiguity that inheres to all forms of order. 

 We are not claiming that humans can live without notation and its 
boundary-etching strategy for negating ambiguity. Speaking itself, that 
most human of activities, is impossible without the categories (semantics) 
and rules (syntax) of notation. Rather, we hope to have drawn attention to 
ritual and shared experience as alternative, non-notational mechanisms 
that allow us to accept ambiguity without succumbing to it completely. 
Even though ritual and shared experience diff er in important ways, both 
share a commitment to action in the world. If notation serves to order 
knowledge  of  the world, ritual and shared experience instead off er knowl-
edge  for  the world. We would like to suggest that in the arena of society 
and public policy, we might stand to gain by moving away from an idea  of  
the other, and toward ideas  for  certain joint purposes. 
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 When we try to explain a certain given reality only in terms of knowledge 
of the other, and that other is in so many ways diff erent from us or threat-
ening to us, the result often heightens social exclusion. That other person’s 
diff erence appears so great, her world so monumentally unlike our own, 
that the default position can easily be to construct an almost impregnable 
cognitive and emotional barrier behind which the mind can rest in relative 
peace and security. The real experience of a transformative encounter, how-
ever, and of accepting the ambiguity that resides in the other, allows our 
goals to become knowledge for, which sidesteps these pitfalls to allow the 
construction of a shared world through shared action and experience. 

 Ritual and shared experience accomplish this in quite diff erent ways. 
Ritual allows us to move regularly over a border, decreasing ambiguities in 
a way similar to notation, but forcing us to realize that boundaries are 
crossed, rather than letting us rest comfortably inside them. Like shared 
experience, ritual is oriented toward action more than toward defi ned 
knowledge. A ritual is successful because it has been performed properly 
in a particular time and space, not because people have understood it in a 
particular way. One can, of course, accrete notational information onto 
rituals (by learning catechisms, for instance), but many rituals around the 
world make no such demands. Instead, they demand performance—an 
acceptance of their social conventions. These ritualized features, we have 
argued, create the possibility for empathy and trust. Both empathy and 
trust require us to cross a boundary to the other, and in that sense diff er 
greatly from the notational exercise of diff erentiating us from them. 

 Shared experience goes beyond the empathetic crossing of boundaries 
by putting those simple demarcations aside in favor of highly contextual-
ized action toward an end. By itself, such a mechanism may not suffi  ce to 
create a full society. Genuinely historical in the full sense of the word, it 
creates neither ritual’s shared past and future through metrical repetition, 
nor notation’s timeless unities. It takes place instead in the here and now, 
with all of the potential rewards and instabilities that implies. 

 Neither ritual nor notation is possible without shared experience. Per-
iodic ritual renewals come precisely from the pressures of historical change, 
where shared experience leads to a revision of the ritual corpus. Notational 
systems often deal with change through more notation, that is, they give 
rules about how to change the rules. Yet the actual content of the new rules 
can never be foreseen by the old rules. The substance of notational change 
has to come from outside the system, from the struggles and hopes of 
shared experience and from the joint attempt to accomplish an end. 
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 We cannot avoid the ambiguities that are inherent to the socially 
necessary process of drawing the boundaries between categories. In this 
book, our goal has been to imagine those boundaries in more than one 
way: the solid line of notation, the permeable membrane of ritualization, 
and the fractal complexity of shared experience. Each of those approaches 
moves us in quite diff erent directions, and in ways that we did not entirely 
foresee as we began this book. The form of the boundary, for example, 
turns out to have intimate connections to the way in which time is struc-
tured, and that in turn plays back on how, if at all, we can cooperate or 
empathize across boundaries. 

 In the back of our minds at all times has been the pressing problem of 
pluralism, where the dominance of notational boundaries limits the ways 
that we think about how to live together with diff erence, and where the 
more unorthodox conceptions of ritualization and shared experience may 
off er us important resources. Ordering ambiguity is a crucial task, and 
these alternate ways of understanding boundaries may be key to living 
together with diff erence.     
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