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Figure 2.10. Tray tables laid out vertically on the outer side of the house for
ritual eating during a gjak sii ‘string-tying’ event.
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outer side. Within that placement, the seating of guests at each tray |

table was arranged from lowest to highest rank along the lower-upper
axis. Naturally, the guests of honor—in this case, the ethnographer
and his government sidekick—were seated at the uppermost of the
four tray tables.

An earthen jar called boomg in Kri—visible in the photograph in figure
2.10 at the far end of the row of tray tables, with long bamboo straws
sticking out of it—was full of brewed liquor, to be drunk after the eating.
It was placed at the lower side of the house, a best compromise given
that the practice of drinking must incorporate everyone, including
sons-in-law, who would be forbidden from entering the upper-outer
corner. Such festivities invariably evolve into long drinking sessions
involving men of all ranks. 0 The upper-outer quadrant (réong) remains
clear for guests to relax in.

Spatial Distributions and Diagrammatic Iconicity

The patterns by which people in the Kri world regularize their spatial
distribution in the house provide an external, physical representation
of the conceptual structure underlying norms of Kri social organiza-
tion. The Kri house functions as a diagram, a type of cognitive artifact
(Norman 1991) by which people’s inhabiting of different roles and
identities can be read from their spatial behavior. Looking at where
people place themselves in a given house is like looking at pieces on
a chessboard. In the scenes I have considered so far, one sees people
physically mapping their own token roles and identities onto type-
sanctioned spatial positions, the meaning of which has been inscribed
through traditions of practical interpretation of the floor plan. When
participants position themselves appropriately, the entire structure
becomes literally embodied, visible in space. The bodies occupying
the house become nodes on a life-size diagram of their own roles and
(inter)relationships. (On diagrams, see Enfield 2009: ch. 6 and references
therein; on diagrammatic iconicity, see Peirce 1965 [1932].)

Sanction of Norms: Making the Tacit Explicit

Just as people’s actions constitute evidence of the way they interpret the
world around them (Kockelman 2006), so do their words . Most of the
time, when life runs as it should, patterns of everyday ritual behavior go
unquestioned. The norms themselves, or the formal aspects of behavior
that embody them, remain out of any focus of attention. But when

|
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transgressions occur, norms are thematized, made explicit, articulated,

characterized, and reasoned about. It is when things depart from the
plan that the norms behind everyday ritual come to the surface. By
contrast, in formal ritual, participants are aware of the event’s special
status and to some degree of its social meaning.

Early in my first extended field trip working with Kri speakers, I was
blissfully unaware of the meaning of the Kri house. At a certain point
I sat down, randomly, against the front wall of the house in the lower-
inner quadrant, and my host joked, “Vook nik t60 mataam [Grandfather
Nick is a son-in-law!].” It drew much laughter, as any in-law joke should
do. This is when I first became explicitly aware of the social significance
of the Kri house's floor plan. The normally implicit had to be articulated.
Since then, I have invited many Kri speakers to explain to me the social
meaning of the house’s spatial layout. Their accounts are more or less
identical: family to the inner side, guests to the outer side, high status
to the upper side, low status to the lower side. It is also agreed that these
are not unbreakable rules but general tendencies.

The Kri speaker who joked about my sitting in the wrong part of the
house treated my error as innocuous, if nevertheless worthy of remark.
Perhaps as omni-ignorant ethnographer, I could not have known better.
By contrast, I have heard sanction of outsiders who it seems should
know better because they are regular overnight lodgers in these villages.
These are the Vietnamese hiker-traders who engage in small-time trade
throughout the area. A group of women once described to me, with
disapproval, some of these men’s lack of observance of the meaning of
the Kri house’s floor plan. Some of these guests simply walk unhindered
around the house—for example, crossing to the inner side and entering
the sia ‘work and storage room’ to look for a knife, a bowl, or the like.
It is not that an outsider is forbidden from doing this. But when one
does need to contravene the norm, whether as a guest crossing to the
inner side or a household member crossing to the outer side, one ought
to display an explicit orientation to the problematic nature of this little
transgression.

The proper thing is to draw to the attention of those present that
one needs to approach an inappropriate part of the house (requiring
acknowledgment, thus as if asking permission) and to bow forward,
lowering one’s head and upper body while entering the problematic
area. This marked manner of acting—creeping rather than walking—is
an everyday ritual for displaying one’s manners, one’s willingness to
cooperate with the local moral order. Failing to do so attracts moral
condemnation. In passing moral judgments on their unmannered
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hiker-trader guests for failing to correctly “ritually regularize the risks”

of these social encounters (Goffman 1976), the Kri women added that
this behavior caused them to feel afraid of their guests. This supports
the view that ritual is a means of social control (Bloch 1974). When
people fail to observe required behavioral constraints, they become
unpredictable and therefore menacing (see Burgess 1962). In the context
of a moral order that needs upholding, they are, simply, “bad.” Such
expressions of disapproval are where cultural values are made explicit.!!

Another case of sanctioning concerns the behavior of children. When
guests are present, children are told by their elders not to cross to the
outer side of the house, and especially not to cross to the upper-outer
corner (r66ng). This admonishment is especially likely to occur during
formal ritual occasions, when manner of action is generally in the
foreground. On one occasion, I was the guest of honor at a hand-tying
ceremony. As was proper, I was situated in the upper-outer corner of
the house (fig. 2.11). At a certain point during the string-tying part of
the event, three young girls who were seated across the other side of
the fire pit (prung kugjh) from me wanted to come to where I was in
order to tie strings on my wrists. They had two paths available, the
more direct one being to pass above the fire pit, and the other, to pass
below it (fig. 2.12). As they set out to pass above, they were halted and
sternly admonished by the man of the house, Non, who insisted they
pass below the fire pit.

This redirection would have been unlikely in a context other than
formal ritual—for example, if one of the girls was simply going to pass
me a spoon while I ate my evening meal in my usual spot in the upper-
outer corner. But in a context in which “doing a cultural practice” was
thematized (as is seen to be definitive of formal ritual), it was more
important that things be (seen to be) done in the right way.'? As | argued
earlier, in ritual, the manner of action becomes a sign in itself that may
be inspected and evaluated for how well it conforms to local constraints.
In a formal ritual setting such as this, when manner of action is a focus
of attention, there is no doubt that Non'’s sanctioning behavior itself
was a chance for him to display that he was a good Kri man by insisting
that things be done right. His admonition to the girls served as a sign
on multiple levels. Among other things, it was (1) an instruction for
the girls to go the other way, (2) a sign that it would be “not good” to
take the upper route in this situation, reiterating the moral norms at
hand, and (3) a sign that he was a good Kri man for caring.

A subtler form of explication of the norms of spatial meaning in the
house is people’s daily insistence, in the most informal situations, that
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Figure 2.11. Two views from the rédng (upper-outer corner) during the ritual
ceremony gjak sii, or “tying of the hands.” Note the position of the women to
the outer side (left background) in both pictures. in the top image, a son-in-law
of the household can be seen in the far background, wearing a black-and-white
jacket. In the bottom photo, the strings being draped on this ritually decorated
tray table will be tied one by one around the wrists of the guests of honor.
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Figure 2.12. Example of sanction during ritual ceremony. Three girls need to
cross the house to tie strings on Nick’s wrists. As they set out to take the most
direct route (dotted-line arrow), they are admonished by the man of the house
(Non), who tells them to take the correct lower route (solid-line arrow).

sit in the upper-outer corner. If I sit close to the doorway, too far to the
lower side, they usher me back (using the verb saaw ‘ascend’). Again,
this displays both the content of the norm itself and the degree to which
people (want to be seen to) care about such norms’ being followed.!3
In each of these cases of sanction, my hosts and I participate in the
regimentation of norms. People are morally obliged to orient themselves
properly (i.e., to produce normative interpretants) toward the physical
behavior that the house invites. The required discipline constrains the
actual possibilities to a tiny fraction of the conceivable next moves.
So the restraint (an institutionally founded constraint) that morality
imposes is ritual(ized) in this way (Hauser 2006). All these examples
constitute the substance of norms in the sense that (1) the practices
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are observed (evidence that people are disposed to follow the norms);

(2) when they are not observed, this occasions surprise, sanction, or
both; and (3) when they are observed, no such surprise or sanction is
evinced (or, to be precise, if anyone oriented himself or herself toward
observance of these norms with surprise or sanction, that itself would
occasion surprise or sanction).

Conclusion

Why does a Kri son-in-law confine himself to the lower-inner edges of
his father-in-law’s house? Why is an honored guest ushered to the upper-
outer corner? Why, when a Kri man and wife sit down at home for a
smoke after a long day in the fields, does the man sit on the outer corner
of the fire pit while his wife sits toward the inner side? These everyday
ritual behaviors provide ways of making public one’s role or identity
(whether given or given off; Goffman 1959) and to knowingly display
how well one inhabits one’s role or identity. This practical interpretation
is at once a product of the individual’s understanding of local norms,
an index of those norms (constituting onlookers’ evidence for them,
whether as learners or users of the system), and a regimenting force
for the cooperative, morally invested regularization of those norms.
Practical interpretation of the semiotics of Kri residence allows com-
munity members to signal, relatively cheaply, their commitment to
current norms, with motivators such as a moral order and an emotional
intelligence to enforce it, driving people both to conform and to enforce
conformity. To paraphrase the passage from Goffman quoted at the
opening of this chapter, by interpreting the spatial meaning of the
house in these normative ways, Kri speakers ritually regularize the risks
and opportunities that co-presence provides, enforcing the standards
generally enjoined in the community.

These everyday ritual practices substantiate and perpetuate social
facts under the guise of brute facts (Searle 1995). No natural, causal
law prevents a son-in-law from being in the upper-outer corner of his
father-in-law’s house, but for him it is truly as if he is physically subject
to an external constraint (Durkheim 1982 [1895]: 59; Lévi-Strauss 1966:
221). Logically, Searle is right to say that money is just paper, worth
only what we socially agree it is worth. But our firsthand experience is
the same as the experience Kri speakers have with the social diagram
inscribed in their house floor plan. No amount of logic will divorce our
sense of investment in the worth of money—or the pressure upon the
son-in-law to stay in his place. This gives ritual its power.
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As Goffman (1967, 1976) stressed, even the most mundane social

encounter entails joint interpersonal commitment. Regardless of the
nature of the exchange, one is obliged to pay attention to and engage
with others, and one obliges others to pay attention and engage in re-
turn. Huxley's definition of ritual communication (1966b: 258) featured
the twin objectives of “reducing damage” and “promoting bonding” in
social relations. These are not so much about harmony as about politics
(Bloch 1974),4 and everyday politics is delicate. Human inhibition and
the morality associated with it mean that none but the most desperate
Machiavellian intentions can be effected, baboonlike, with a random
blow to the head in passing (Silk 2002). Human social interaction seldom
if ever goes without some attention to everyday ritual, buckling to its
constraints as in formal ritual. The difference is whether the manner
or formal execution of action is a focus of participants’ attention. In
both cases, the manner of action is available for moral evaluation. In
this way, ritual behavior is both weapon and shield for handling the
political and moral delicacy of social co-presence that characterizes
human interaction.
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Deficiencies are due to me alone. | gratefully acknowledge Ludy Cilissen’s
expert assistance with the illustrations and the Max Planck Society’s support
of the research, as well as the Wenner-Gren Foundation’s role in funding and
hosting the Sintra symposium. Photographs are by the author. I thank the Kri-
speaking community for welcoming me into their world and allowing me to
publicize it. This chapter is dedicated to Grant Evans, with thanks for a decade
of generosity, intellectual and otherwise.

1. The term “ritual” is used in the literature for at least three kinds of
phenomena: ritualized communicative behavior in an ethological sense (Huxley
1966b), which captures all linguistic and other human symbolic behavior
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(Leach 1966: 404; Watts 1999); formal ritual, or “symbolic actions relating

to the sacred” (Firth 1972: 3)—that is, more socially marked events such as
weddings, initiations, swearings-in, and other rites of passage; and everyday
ritual, the far more casual yet still formal procedures “of a communicative but
arbitrary kind, having the effect of controlling or regularizing a social situation”
(Firth 1972: 3)—for example, greetings (“Good morning”) and politeness
formulas (“Thank you”). For some, the category of everyday ritual permeates
well beyond these easily recognized little exchanges. Goffman (1959, 1967),
for example, pointed to the ritual nature of just about every move we make
in social interaction. Whether or not scholars of ritual collectively wish to
include under ritual communication both a wedding ceremony and a chat
between cousins at the reception later on, we should be able to characterize
the similarities and differences between those things that have been described
as ritual to date and keep them terminologically distinct.

2. Thanks to Federico Rossano for pointing out Sacks’s phrase to me.

3. I use the term “illusion” to avoid the agency implied by the word
“deception” in the quoted passage.

4. Learned disgust (e.g., at certain foods) is a good case of transposing the
institutional to the brute (or social to causal, or cognitive to behavioral).

5. This kind of unquestioning acceptance is arguably an innate form of
docility (Simon 1990). Recent researchers evoke this as a key mechanism in
cultural evolution and cultural learning: “The psychology of social learning
should plausibly be arranged so that people have a strong tendency to adopt
the views of the majority of those around them” (Richerson and Boyd 2005:
122; see also Boyd and Richerson 2005; Gergely and Csibra 2006). It appears
to be adaptive and economical to adopt the practices of one’s consociates
(i.e., those with whom we identify) without asking why those things are (1)
to be done and (2) to be done in that way. Although a cultural practice might
be maladaptive (as some cultural practices are), chances are that if it has
survived to be passed on, it is not maladaptive, and it may even be positively
adaptive. At least, no (immediate) harm will likely be done in taking it on.
Inconveniences ranging from keeping one’s elbows off the dinner table to
lying still while one’s brow is cut to the bone are all, it seems, readily accepted
by those who are inconvenienced by them.

6. The inconvenience of ritual is far more apparent in formal rituals such
as subincision, scarification, and circumcision, but in everyday ritual it is still
there. This is especially clear when we compare ourselves with other beasts
and note that only we humans are capable of inhibiting our compulsions to a
degree sufficient to, for instance, remain in the dentist’s chair for the duration
of an appointment or refrain from reaching over in the subway and grabbing
someone else’s food when we are hungry (see Hauser 2006).
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7. There is no fixed or absolute left-right mapping of the inner-outer axis. |

Some houses have the inner side on the left (e.g., fig. 2.1), and others, on
the right (e.g., fig. 2.9). Compare the images in figure 2.4 , where the ladders
leading up at the houses’ outer sides are opposite to each other.

8. Also following Kockelman (2006), I am interested in affordances and in-
struments as among those aspects of our world that are semiotic (see also
Gibson 1979) and through which we may observe people interpreting their
residential world. There is much to say regarding the affordances incorporated
into the Kri house. To pick just one, there is the set of possibilities afforded by
split-bamboo flooring: One may spit and drop rubbish through the floor at will.
Description of the incorporation of affordances into the complex instrument
called the krnooq 'house’ is reserved for a more complete ethnography of Kri
residence.

9. Returning to the normally tacit, unthematized nature of everyday norms
and rituals, Goffman (1963: 2-3) went on: “Typically, we do not become aware
that we have made these demands or aware of what they are until an active
question arises as to whether or not they will be fulfilled.” Stigma arises when
“usualness” is noticeably absent.

10. Drinking has to be done in a certain order, because there is only one
vessel to drink from. As for the serving of after-meal tea, its order is strictly by
rank and is determined with great seriousness.

11. This kind of explicit talk is part of the broader set of mechanisms
for enculturation beyond mere practical-behavioral habituation. Although
Bourdieu's theory of practice (1977, 1990) is often taken to deliver culture
“without articulation,” it is clear from Bourdieu’s work that it matters a great
deal how people talk about their cultural world (Goddard 2002: 69; Hanks
2005).

12. Accordingly, during formal rituals among the Kri, I have observed those
in charge bicker about “the right way to do it,” or to self-sanction, saying that
they themselves don't know how to do it. This is especially common among
younger people during phases of the gjak sii ritual in which one is required to
chant short conventional phrases, which few people seem to have memorized
correctly. This is not to say that the norms are absent in less formal contexts
but merely that they are relatively relaxed and unthematized. But this is
only relative. Some aspects of behavior and meaning of the house are strictly
observed. For example, the constraint against a son-in-law or daughter-in-law
being on the outer side of the house, especially in the outer-upper corner, is
strong and laden with emotional response. People report that they simply
could not bring themselves to step into that part of their parents-in-law’s
house.
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13. There are practical issues, too. Wherever I am sitting, others will not

want to sit “above” me, so if I sit too far toward the lower end of the house, an
open area of house space becomes unusable for others.

14. This is in line with Owings and Morton’s (1998) model of animal vocal
communication (following Krebs and Dawkins 1984). Their model is con-
structed on an assessment-management mechanism. The individual’s powers
of assessment (not necessarily dedicated to social interaction) are presupposed
and exploited in the formulation of communicative behaviors in order to
change the world in ways desired by the formulator of a message. In other
words, what senders do is driven by what they anficipate receivers will do in
response.
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