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Review by: Omri Elisha (Queens College, CUNY) 
 

I know I’m not alone when I say that my love of anthropology began with the study of 
ritual. As an undergraduate I was enchanted by the subject, captivated by all the drama, symbolism, 
and effervescence of the concentrated cultural tinderbox that was “Ritual.” My first anthropology 
professor, a master storyteller and something of an ethnographic traditionalist, introduced me to a 
rich lineage of dissecting ritual anatomies and signs, and of theoretical models revealing hidden 
patterns and intrinsic functions. 

Yet it was not merely ritual’s elegant, inscribable formalism that intrigued me. I was most 
drawn to the fact that rituals are inhabited by living people assuming socially prescribed roles that 
require technical and sacred knowledge, adaptability, intuition, and tact. In short, I have always been 
intrigued by the positions of those whose task it is to reproduce and manipulate ritual conventions. 
They are players on the ritual stage, as it were, doing what it takes to make rituals effective, to ensure 
– as Victor Turner would say – that the obligatory becomes desirable.   
 Maturing into the discipline, my enchantment gave way to cautious skepticism. I lost faith in 
the functionalism of classic ritual studies. I entertained the likelihood that structural and 
dramaturgical models were overstated in their logical coherence. It was strange to me that ritual 
theories offered such penetrating insights yet required so many qualifications to fully account for the 
contingency and messiness of ritual events as lived experiences, let alone the impact of concrete 
political and institutional circumstances. 

Ethnographic interventions in recent decades have done much to overcome the reifying 
tendencies of yesteryear. The anthropology of Christianity can be proud of its contributions in this 
regard. And yet, with notable exceptions, the pursuit of contextualization and nuance comes at its 
own intellectual cost. Grand theorization on the mechanics of ritual behavior is hardly a lost art, but 
it has arguably lost much of its due relevance. How else do we explain why so many undergraduate 
courses and textbooks, and scholarship outside of anthropology, stop somewhere around the 1970s 
when invoking anthropological theory for ritual analysis?   
 Ritual Textuality, Matt Tomlinson’s engaging and original book, offers a multilayered 
framework that has the virtue of being both theoretically ambitious and theoretically astute. Building 
on extensive research in Fiji, Tomlinson constructs a generalizable theory that also recognizes the 
importance of contextual details and external factors – i.e., historical and cultural dynamics that 
germinate well outside of immediate ritual frames – in shaping how even the most time-honored 
community rituals are performed.   

To understand Tomlinson’s framework it helps to see it less as a theory and more like a road 
map. Movement, or “the motion of signs and texts,” figures prominently in this book. The main 
chapters are organized according to four distinct “patterns” (distinguished from “types”) that give 
rituals their kinetic energy. Mirroring the structured nature of language and communication, they are 
replicable and discernible (unconscious?) paths that allow ritual signs to “go places,” that is, to 
achieve their intended effects as dictated by ideology, theology, and tradition.  

Simply put, the four patterns are sequence, conjunction, contrast, and substitution. Tomlinson 
elaborates these patterns (and their multiple modalities) with extended case studies and comparative 
analysis. Chapter two features a boisterous Pentecostal crusade, where participants ride a rhetorical 
road to salvation (sequence). Chapter three deals with traditional Fijian kava-drinking sessions, where 
people ritually consume “the land,” which in turn figuratively consumes them as its loyal denizens, a 
chiasmic pattern (conjunction) noted for its Eucharistic parallels. Both of these examples involve acts 
of ritualized speech performed in live settings.  

The latter two case studies are more about the circulation and control of ritually deployable 
texts than ritual events per se. In chapter four we learn of Methodist missionary accounts of the 
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“happy deaths” of Fijian converts, and how those accounts affected local conceptions of life and 
death, and public and private (contrast). Finally, chapter five examines the direct and indirect 
authorship of linguistically coercive texts by the military government of Frank Bainimarama, 
including political forums and charters, and acts of media censorship. Under Bainimarama, 
governmental textuality generates “the destructive creativity of monologue” (102) by erasing 
competing discourses in favor of a unified ethnonationalist voice ostensibly spoken by and for the 
people (substitution). With each of these chapters, whose range of examples exceed what I have listed, 
Tomlinson eloquently parses the semiotic and textual cues activated in these paths, as they reflect 
and conform to popular expectations of what counts in ritual as success or failure.  

The concept of entextualization is at the core of Tomlinson’s framework, a theoretical move 
that deserves close attention. For Tomlinson, entextualization is not merely epiphenomenal to ritual; 
it is the source of ritual’s transitive power and replicability. Entextualization is defined as “the 
process of turning discourse into texts that are detachable from their original contexts” (2). There is 
an aspect to the wording of this definition that puzzles me. Should it imply that discourse necessarily 
precedes text? Can’t we say that routine, dialogical interactions between the discursive and the 
textual complicate the idea of a processual sequence in which texts are drawn and detached from 
discourse but not vice versa?  

Nevertheless, Tomlinson’s approach has clear advantages. Of course there are limits as well, 
as with any model, and if I propose a few it is not to discredit the argument but rather in the interest 
of expanding on a thesis well worth pondering. So, with apologies for invoking the faux-rationalist 
logic of venture capital – another domain where entextualization rules the day – here is a brief “cost-
benefit analysis” of entextualization as an interpretive model for the study of ritual.   

Tomlinson is primarily concerned with a question of ritual efficacy: “How do people shape 
their own expectations and evaluations of what counts as an effective ritual performance?” (118). 
His emphasis on patterns of entextualization privileges words, utterances, and other linguistic 
properties such as meaning and indexicality, while drawing equal attention to the ways that discourse 
is organized, or rather mobilized, in the course of its objectification. Furthermore, Tomlinson 
demonstrates that entextualization is not simply about the marriage of form and content in ritual but 
rather a complex amalgamation of form, content, and the “wider context of performance 
expectations” (34). This wider context is essential for introducing factors of social change into the 
equation. It also illuminates the semiotic ideologies, cultural preconceptions, and authoritative norms 
– in short, reigning assumptions about how things can and should work in a workable world – that 
ritual actors bring to bear, however implicitly, as they go about working ritual effects.  

In nearly all of Tomlinson’s examples, we witness people who are carefully choosing their 
words – itself an apt analogy for the intersections of structure and agency that rituals represent or 
enable (take your pick). Tomlinson doesn’t emphasize the element of choice, nor do I suggest he 
needs to, since his framework doesn’t depend on any claim that patterns of entextualization are 
produced out of conscious intentions (though I’m curious what he thinks the “origin” of these 
patterns might be, if any such etiology is even worth pursuing).  

Still, I would offer the following as another potential insight to be gleaned from Tomlinson’s 
analysis. If indeed entextualization is a practical tendency involving forms of speech that correspond 
to authoritative discourses, including religion, politics, and local tradition, and since (as recent Fijian 
history attests) these discourses can be diverse, fractured, and contested, then we might begin to 
look at ritual events as choices being made, often but not always implicitly, between a range of 
coinciding textual and performative options. Choice, in ritual no less than in commerce, is not an act 
of authority; it is a contagious act of assenting to authority, or perhaps multiple authorities, whatever 
they may be.  
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We can see this, for example, in the mélange of religious, ethnonationalist, and moral 
sentiments that inform diverging attitudes among Fijian evangelicals and Methodists about the 
virtues of drinking kava or the appropriateness of using kava instead of wine for communion. It is 
also evident in Tomlinson’s discussion of missionary reports of “happy deaths.” The circulation of 
these texts helped forge a Christianized public by elevating the discursive status of the Christian 
afterlife (and therefore Christian morality) while simultaneously creating a new realm of private and 
proscribed narratives of “untimely deaths” involving sorcerers and ancestral spirits recast as demons. 
Again, these examples are indicative of moral negotiations in a cultural landscape in transition, where 
ritual actors become implicated not only in the use of ritual language but its deliberation as well. I 
like that Tomlinson’s framework opens ample space for considering how ritual textuality conveys 
the authority of intersecting discourses that routinely and continuously influence how ritual events 
are conceived and performed. 

So what potential drawbacks accompany an interpretive model that categorizes rituals as 
entextualization? To begin with, one side effect of foregrounding language and ritualized speech is 
that non-linguistic elements are relegated to supporting roles. They are not ignored; on the contrary, 
Tomlinson is keen to show how entextualization facilitates a range of sensuous, affective, and spatial 
conditions that come together, synergistically, toward ritual coherence and satisfaction. However, 
language remains the driving force in his analysis and theorization, and although Tomlinson casually 
acknowledges this reasoned bias in the book’s preface (perhaps anticipating a critique like mine), I 
would be interested to hear a more vigorous defense of this stance, as it stakes a bold intellectual 
claim.   

In the same vein I’m inclined to ask whether non-linguistic elements might not deserve a 
more equal footing in terms of how they too are reflected in ritual patterns and expectations. 
Consider the Pentecostal crusade in chapter two. As we hear a Texas preacher exhorting Fijian 
attendees in a flurry of homiletic and glossolalic speech, his utterances represent what Tomlinson 
calls a “performative path.” It is a repetitive rhetorical sequence of “declaration-promise-action,” the 
purpose of which is to move people’s bodies and compel their spiritual awareness so that the Holy 
Ghost is registered as present. While it is imperative for any study of Pentecostal revivalism to stress 
the crucial role of preaching, glossolalia, and altar calls in articulating theological objectives to which 
revivals invariably conform, it is possible that other ritual elements also come together to facilitate 
the motion of signs, and may even do so independently of strictly linguistic cues. Imagine, for example, 
the visual impact of bodies amassed together in a downtown park at night, or the sweat and smell of 
those bodies as they gather momentum, kicking dust into night air, or the sound of praise music 
blaring through large speakers pulsing the ground. These sensations are not random, nor tangential. 
They generate information, command responses, and, perhaps, set shadow paths in motion.   

It might be objected that non-linguistic elements, while important, nonetheless still derive 
their semiotic charge, and thus their efficacy, from concepts bound in words. Maybe. But what I am 
suggesting is that by privileging speech we risk closing off other analytical channels, including ones 
that don’t necessarily begin with the assumption that it is the preacher who moves the crowd. Could 
it be possible that, with a different kind of ritual efficacy, the crowd also moves the preacher?   

Which brings me to my next point. Tomlinson’s analysis is predicated on an intuitive sense 
that ritual participants anticipate efficacy in roughly uniform terms, and that their expectations 
conform to regnant themes embedded in patterns of entextualization. People may disagree over 
whether the effects of a ritual have been successfully achieved, or what the best means of achieving 
them might be, but the patterns themselves are demonstrable proof that signs and texts do not just 
go places but are meant to take everyone to a particular place. This is a very sensible, even 
foundational assumption; the basis of sound cultural analysis really. Yet as I think on this I’m 
reminded of political scientist James Scott’s famous use of the term “public transcripts” to describe 
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the performance of socially prescribed norms, roles, and conventions defined by power structures in 
daily life, as opposed to “hidden transcripts,” which are reflected in silent, secretive, and subversive 
acts concealed behind veils of etiquette. It may seem a stretch, but there is something to be learned 
in the way that Tomlinson’s framing of ritual textuality recalls Scott’s public transcripts, in that both 
concepts indicate a sense of predetermined order in how things are supposed to happen, while Scott’s 
private transcripts additionally point to the fact that not everyone is equally fixated on the same 
objectives.   

To be clear, I’m not arguing that all rituals are stewed in conflict, or that their primary 
function is to accommodate dominant ideologies that are otherwise superficial or tenuous (though 
this might be said of the monological discourse of the Fijian state). It is a rough analogy I am 
drawing, but my point is that ritual actors do not always expect or want the same things from a ritual 
event. They may come in with different expectations, subtle or idiosyncratic ones perhaps, which 
need not contradict those embedded in formalized texts – they may even reinforce them – but differ 
nonetheless. A Pentecostal crusade is a place to encounter the Holy Ghost, yes, but for some might 
is it not also a place to meet other people? To dance and feel adrenalized? To show other believers 
that you’re still “with the program”? To bolster your faith or that of a friend, which would alone 
suffice as reason to consider the event a success? Similarly, it is likely that Fijians have all kinds of 
motives to attend (or avoid) kava-drinking sessions, some of which pertain to its manifest 
significance while others may scratch other kinds of social, personal, or existential itches. (Of course 
this is speculative, as I have no firsthand knowledge of Fijian sensibilities.)    

Here and there Tomlinson refers to intriguing cases where individuals act outside of 
accordance with ritual conventions, either by questioning their benefits, as with evangelical 
prohibitions against kava, or openly defying them, as when the author’s local transcriber, seeking 
perhaps to make a deliberate point, allowed a recording of a tabooed death narrative to be aired in 
public. Such examples of ritual counter-action are used to support Tomlinson’s main argument, and 
generally do, but I bring them up to add some more stress to my suggestion that rituals can be 
“effective” in more ways than one.  

One could argue that I’m making too much of minor details and exceptions that have little 
bearing ultimately on theoretical questions of ritual performance and efficacy. But recall that Ritual 
Textuality is concerned with the relationship between expectations and effects, and while much is 
learned from the manifest content (and contexts) of these rituals, it is difficult to get a full sense of 
how people’s expectations influence rituals and their effects without also looking beyond that 
manifest content. As Tomlinson notes in his conclusion, “it matters when people create distinct 
patterns in order to achieve particular results,” and “it matters when people articulate semiotic and 
textual patterns within broader ideologies of motion” (125). If we can imagine these people, at the 
same time, embodying their own desires, demands, and disappointments in ritual time, we might just 
realize that the patterns governing what should happen, what can happen, and what will happen are 
contained in more than words.   
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Review by: Courtney Handman (Reed College) 
 
 

In 1976 Michael Silverstein’s landmark paper outlining the opposition between presupposing 
and creative indexicality helped usher in a new focus within linguistic anthropology about practice 
and performance. Dependent upon – indeed dedicated to – Roman Jakobson, Silverstein seemed to 
pry open a new corner in studies of ritual that focused on the very contingent nature of even the 
most scripted events. While Levi-Strauss had relegated rituals in “primitive” societies to foregone 
conclusions – sporting events in which the game only ended when the ritually scripted result had 
been achieved – and the structural-functionalists had seen in rituals largely the playing out of social 
structural orders, Silverstein’s focus on creativity (also called entailing indexicality) put some stakes 
back into the ritual game. Not only should all interactions be seen as more or less ritualized, but all 
such interactions had serious consequences should those entailments not go according to plan.  

Silverstein was certainly not the only anthropologist to find creativity the proper response to 
the twentieth century discovery of order in social life. He may have put a bit more semiotic muscle 
into the endeavor (some would say he just put more jargon into it), but key concepts like 
contestation, agency, and myriad reconfigurations of the relation between subjects and social orders 
were the hallmarks of what largely went under the linguistic anthropological umbrella of creativity.  

During one discussion with a graduate student friend I remember asking about the other 
side of Silverstein’s dyad – presupposition. “Presupposition is boring” was the response. Indeed, 
presupposition seemed so obvious, so much what fieldwork was supposed to unsettle, that there 
seemed to be no reason to give it much attention. And yet Silverstein’s original paper always 
emphasized that indexicality could only be “relatively creative” or “relatively presupposing,” The 
one can’t exist without the other.  

The tides seem to be turning once again, not so much away from creativity as such, but away 
from the singular focus on creativity as the prime engine of innovation, of agency, or of 
contestation. Matt Tomlinson’s Ritual Textuality: Pattern and Motion in Performance makes the case for 
presupposition across a wide range of ritual contexts within Fijian life. This is of course not a return 
to a structuralist sense of “cold societies” (or perhaps “cold” rituals), but rather an extended 
argument for the ways in which ritual patterns – especially genres and other forms of cultural 
knowledge about ways of being in particular contexts – make possible the events through which 
lives are lived.  

Tomlinson focuses in particular on the process of “entextualization, which is the process of 
turning discourse into texts that are detachable from their original contexts.” (2). He argues that 
entextualization specifically allows for the process of movement, of replication-with-difference of 
particular forms across time and space. How does Fijian kava drinking come to be compared to 
Christian communion? It does so through a history of colonial and post-colonial critiques that 
establish a ritual order, largely through a sense of bodily ingestion as the key feature of both 
practices. In this case, the entextualized element is not speech as such (although there are important 
ways in which both events are produced through talk), but is rather the physical act of taking 
something into oneself. Moreover, this process of ingestion is seen to work in both cases in two 
opposed ways: incorporation of a material form (kava or wafer-and-wine) that then correspondingly 
incorporated the one doing the ingesting into a community of others who do the same thing. It is, as 
Tomlinson notes, a chiastic structure. What is entextualized then as a ritual pattern is both the 
material practice of ingestion and also the cross-wise process of incorporation.  

This process of entextualization was developed through a series of powerful comparisons 
made by authorized persons – missionaries, theology degree holders, chiefly men – who all remarked 
in positive and negative ways on the similarities that they saw in the two kinds of events. But this 
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simply becomes the starting point for a further process of textual circulation, a ground of 
comparison that allows for other evaluative comments about the relative moral frameworks and 
communities indexed by these ritual incorporations, “Fijian culture” and “Christianity.” One process 
of entextualization begets another, then.  

As other anthropologists of Christianity have discussed, such comparisons are the bread-
and-butter of Christian lives in many parts of the global south. Missionary discourses about the 
relation of religion and culture at the most general level (Keane 2007, chapter 3), or about the 
relation of particular cultures and particular forms of Christianity (Robbins 2004, Meyer 1999) 
establish the possibilities of conversion, of subjects imagining themselves as Christian people, in the 
first place. Keane, echoing similar comments in Comaroff and Comaroff (1991), argues in particular 
that as soon as people start to make these kinds of entextualized comparisons they are firmly 
working within a world established by such missionary discourses. Ancestral specialists (marapu) in 
Sumba, Indonesia may fight against Christians within their communities, but insofar as they are 
forced to call their own practices “traditional religion” most of the battle has already been decided, 
and not in their favor.  

Tomlinson’s claims about the powers of entextualization and pattern are most powerfully 
demonstrated in Chapter 2, which details the highly patterned performance of Ken Colegrove, a 
Pentecostal preacher who led an outdoor tent-revival-like crusade in Suva in 2008. How could an 
event that prominently features glossolalia be patterned in any (humanly) discernible way? Yet 
Tomlinson demonstrates that Colegrove’s animated and enthusiastic performance, punctuated as it 
was by what secular observers would consider nonsense syllables, was driven by a cyclic pattern that 
he terms declaration-promise-action(-declaration…). In its most obvious manifestation, Colegrove 
would declare a fact about God, promise something about God’s impact on the lives of Christian 
Fijians, and act within God’s power through glossolalia. Over and over again, Colegrove creates an 
urgency and drive in the repetition of this cycle. Tomlinson argues that this repetition, far from 
being boring, maintains the ebullient energy that had characterized the music worship portion of the 
service that immediately preceded his sermon. The crowd’s dancing and bodily movement that had 
marked their intense, Holy Spirit-inspired affect is changed into another textual, material form. As 
with the previous example about ingestion within kava/communion rituals, materiality and textuality 
(or bodies and spirits) are not discrete planes of ritual action.  

Two further body chapters flesh out the rest of Tomlinson’s relatively brief book. Chapter 4 
examines the entextualization of death (bodies, again) into death-bed attestations of faith, 
conversions, or (for some) accusations of murder. Missionary pamphlets sent home to supporters in 
the colonial era helped create a certain kind of Christian public that came into existence only 
through the expiration of the faraway Fijian converts. Correspondingly, the growing publicity and 
Christianity of death created a world of private accusations of malfeasance. Chapter 5 examines the 
monologic texts produced by Frank Bainamarama’s government in the wake of his coup, Fiji’s 
fourth since 1987. Here the rhetoric of Fijian unity is matched with the institutional power to shut 
down any dissenting voices (newspapers, diplomats, etc.). Tomlinson argues for attention not just to 
the dialogic, co-constructed aspects of language and textuality, but also to the ways in which 
particular speakers work to erase any trace of dialogue at all. Fiji only needs one speaker (says 
Bainamarama, about himself) because Fiji is a singular and united nation.  

Each of the four body chapters focuses on a specific type of entextualization (2): sequence 
(Chapter 2 on Colegrove’s sermon), conjunction (Chapter 3 on kava drinking/communion), contrast 
(Chapter 4 on the creation of public/private spheres of death), and substitution (Chapter 5 on 
Bainamarama’s attempts to control Fijian public discourse). A bit later, Tomlinson specifies that 
these can also be characterized, respectively, as: performative path, chiasmus, fractal recursivity, and 
monologue (6-8). The analytic description of these different kinds of patterns is a central part of 
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each chapter. And yet Tomlinson writes “I emphasize that typology is not the point of this book. 
The types I have listed are neither definitive nor complete, and they do not explain anything in 
themselves” (10).   

But given the prominent place this typology has within the book, both in terms of content 
and in terms of chapter organization, it is unclear how to take Tomlinson’s disavowals. Is this 
typology just a labeling device, then? How might we think about the relationships between the 
different types? Do they have different geographic spreads? To reference the topic of this forum, are 
specific types more associated with Christianity (for example, communion chiasmus or the other 
forms of comparison created through missionary discourses)? Are there patterns to the patterns?  

Similar sorts of questions can be asked of other linguistic anthropologists who have also 
developed rubrics of sorts with which to characterize specific kinds of semiotic processes. Irvine and 
Gal (2000) established three major semiotic devices (iconism, erasure, and fractal recursivity, the last 
of which has been used in analyses of events across the globe). Irvine and Gal are adding now to 
their list of rubrics (for example, in their presentations at the 2013 American Anthropological 
Association meetings).  

This analytic move is quite different from the one in Keane’s Christian Moderns, in which 
Keane borrows from Latour (1993) the twin processes of purification and hybridization, and then 
goes on to locate the reason for these semiotic processes in the larger moral projects of 
Protestantism or modernity more generally. One might consider “Protestantism” or “modernity” to 
be concepts of such generality as to lose much of their analytic punch. Nevertheless there is a 
particular moral framework in which to fit the semiotic ideologies that Keane discusses.  

Of course Tomlinson has a quite different set of aims for his volume in Oxford’ University 
Press’ “Ritual Studies” book series, where he very successfully argues for the detailed analysis of and 
close theoretical attention to the patterns (or presuppositions) that make possible the fluidity, the –
scapes, the frictions, and the flows that are so much at the heart of contemporary anthropology. 
This is the heart of the book, around which circle the more specific set of issues about the features 
of particular patterns of entextualization.  

This would be a fantastic text for introductory courses in linguistic anthropology and for 
upper division courses on textuality, performativity, or ritual. Each of the body chapters can be read 
on their own, making it very easy to use particular pieces for a syllabus.  
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Review by: Rodolfo Maggio (University of Manchester) 
 
 

Matt Tomlinson’s Ritual Textuality is a fascinating and capturing interplay between 
conceptual categories and ethnographic data. From the very beginning of the book the reader is 
intrigued by the degree of precision with which Tomlinson defines the concepts through which he 
comprehends the objects of his analysis. Dipping into the introduction, one’s mind’s eye seems to 
observe a chemist who prepares his tubes and kits himself out for a daring experiment. 

Tomlinson proceeds according to the classic scheme of analytical philosophy, although he 
does so without implying that his categories are mutually exclusive nor that his conceptual 
descriptions are perfectly exhaustive. In the first chapter, he begins by formulating a conceptual 
description of his categories, and then sets himself the task of classifying his ethnographic data 
according to these descriptions. 

The totality of his data is synthesized in the supra-category of “patterns of entextualization,” 
which are rhetorical forms of creation and replication of semiotic and ritual objects in the context of 
ritual performance. In particular, he analyzes four patterns of entextualization: sequence, 
conjunction, contrast, and substitution. These four patterns correspond to the four categories in 
which the supra-category of entextualization is divided: performative path, chiasmus, fractal 
recursivity, and monologue. Each category, then, breaks down into a number of sub-categories, in 
which one or multiple pieces of ethnographic data will eventually fall. 

This first happens in the second chapter, in which Tomlinson demonstrates that some 
Christian rituals can be explained in terms of a performative path, i.e. a movement of rhetorical 
forms from, for example, disorder to order, disagreement to agreement, or division to unity. These 
rituals are performative paths because the content of their participants’ utterances can be categorized 
in a sequence composed of Declaration, Promise, and Action. Each of these subcategories 
accommodate data that Tomlinson collected during a Pentecostal sermon and an Altar Call. He then 
subdivides a Methodist sermon and a Fijian ceremonial speech among these same subcategories. 
This allows him to compare the performative path of the two rituals with the one entextualised in 
the Pentecostal performance. In this way, he is able to identify interesting similarities and thought-
provoking differences. 

In the third chapter, he undertakes a very similar analytical process. He demonstrates that 
kava ceremonies and Christian communion rituals follow the same pattern of entextualization. In 
this case, the pattern is chiasmus. In the textuality of these rituals, the chiastic relationship lies 
between the act of incorporating an entity larger than the individual, such as the body of Christ in 
the wafer or the vanua (community) in the kava, and being incorporated in that same entity. The 
ritual text thereby constitutes another movement of rhetorical forms, that of a conjunction between 
the person and the institution, the past and the present, immanence and transcendence. 

In the fourth chapter, the category of fractal recursivity is filled with textual data extracted 
from nineteenth-century Methodist missionary reports and collected during a funerary ritual and its 
aftermath. These funerary speeches configure a contrastive relation between life and death, and 
between public and private, that is fractally recursive. Indeed, its opposed distinctions are mutually 
constitutive and reproduce at both narrower and broader levels of comparison. In other words, life 
and death are not simply opposed, since within life there is an opposition between “living alive” and 
“living [but] dead.” Tomlinson makes intelligent use of ethnographies, Evans-Pritchard among 
others, which also demonstrates how the concept of fractal recursivity has a broad range of 
applications. 

The substitution pattern is explored in the fifth chapter, in which Tomlinson examines the 
ritual textuality of Commodore Bainimarama’s monologues and the People’s Charter. By 
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substitution, Tomlinson indicates the negation of all voices that do not conform to the monologic 
structure of these texts. Such structure is not literary. Rather, it is a pattern of ritual textuality, in that 
its internal coherence causes a movement. The motion enacted by the entextualisation of 
monologues is a movement towards oneness through the erasure of otherness. 

The final chapter wraps the four previous chapters together. In addition to restating that the 
ethnographic material presented in his book fall neatly within the supra-category of entextualization 
and its internal subdivisions, Tomlinson lists additional patterns such as repetition, parallelism, 
polarisation, and refinement. In so doing, he shows that his approach is by no means comprehensive 
and closed, but rather inclusive and open. 

However, sometimes I had the impression that Tomlinson organizes his ethnographic 
material for the sake of categorical perfection, in a sort of scalar reproduction of the self-contained 
character of the book’s structure. Scholars who share my impression might think that it would be 
more appropriate to analyze specific ethnographic data with methodologies and reasoning styles 
tailored to specific problems, and think comparatively through each separate conclusion for the sake 
of the overall thesis. Indeed, Tomlinson’s approach is not the only one possible. Much to the 
contrary, he could perhaps achieve his argumentative intent in different ways and through different 
perspectives. For example, he could take the Fijian perspective and choose an indigenous term to 
conceptualize the powerful monologue of Commodore Bainimarama, rather than categorizing it as 
“monologue” and assuming that people perceive it as such, as the absence of other voices. But 
Tomlinson’s project is to develop a set of terms that can be applied to study ritual textuality in a 
comparative framework, i.e. a set of terms that are meant to be applied well beyond the Fijian 
context.  

In the final chapter, he summarizes his attempt with the following sentence: “In analyzing 
patterns of entextualization, I have attempted to give ethnographic substance to metaphors of 
motion, keying this attempt to the question of ritual efficacy– how people shape their own 
expectations and evaluations of what counts as an effective ritual performance” (125). The first and 
the second part of the sentence are tightly connected. In other words, the extent to which 
Tomlinson illuminates people’s expectations of ritual efficacy seems to depend largely on the extent 
to which he succeeds in substantiating pre-existing categories of motion.  

Sometimes I found Tomlinson to be more effective at substantiating categories than at using 
such categories to show how people use patterns of entextualization to enact motions and achieve 
ritual results. Scholars who favor an inductive approach to ethnographic data, furthermore, might 
find his method rather counterintuitive, or at least problematic. Indeed, Tomlinson’s analysis 
proceeds generally along the lines of classical deductive reasoning, thereby defining categories and 
subsequently giving them ethnographic substance (as he admits in the quotation above), rather than 
the other way around. One of the immediate consequences of such an approach is that the 
categories he uses are not forged with a blend of indigenous perspectives. Rather, his patterns of 
entextualization are categories formulated on the basis of the points of view of outsiders (J. L. 
Austin’s performative utterances, Silverstein’s chiasmus, Gal’s fractal recursivity, and Bakhtin’s 
monologue). Although the use of external categories is almost inevitable when it comes to 
comparing phenomena that are separated in space and time, contemporary Fiji is perhaps a research 
site where events and phenomena are spatially and temporally close enough to be categorized with 
local terminology. 

Another consequence of applying non-indigenous categories is that the relationships 
between such categories might be so coherent that reasoning can turn out to be rather circular. For 
example, I found the main argument presented in chapter 5 to be quite tautological. It attempts to 
explain a phenomenon by describing it, thereby not explaining much really. That an autocratic 
dictator rules out dissent by approving only those who say what he says (102-104), does not 
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illuminate the relationship between speaker and public. This reasoning seems to take such a 
relationship for granted. In other words, my impression was that in this chapter Tomlinson reduces 
the ritual dimension of coercive public address to the mere interpretation of monologic texts.  
Besides methodological critiques to its style of reasoning, the book lends itself to minor objections 
to specific passages. For example, in chapter 4 Tomlinson seems go beyond the task of providing 
evidence for the main point (the pattern of entextualisation of fractal recursivity), to prove another, 
more daring and far-reaching implication (the impact of missionary accounts of ‘good deaths’ on the 
whole Christendom). The reader, however, longs for further substantiation of the category of fractal 
recursivity, and is less interested in implications that would require the analysis of a much larger 
corpus of data to be sustained. Nevertheless, such substantiation is generally provided in the other 
chapters, and the relationship between ethnographic data and analytical categories is interwoven 
with a scrupulous and precise reasoning. 

All in all, Matt Tomlinson’s Ritual Textuality is one of those books that courageously present 
an intelligible argument in a clear and succinct way, thereby lending itself to criticism much more 
than those obscure, lengthy and often unorganized volumes that might receive less critical attention 
precisely because of their impenetrability. As emerges from this brief review, the book has a very 
clear and solid structure. The main argument is advanced in the introduction, and restated in the 
conclusion with the hindsight support of four chapters in which the interplay between conceptual 
categories and ethnographic data is lucidly laid out. Such an adamant arrangement of parts and 
relationships between parts is fleshed out with an extremely precise language. At times, the reading 
experience is even embellished with a few whimsical ‘variations on a theme’, such as “verbal 
morphine,” “verbal acrobat,”  “verbal artistry,” and “verbal ejaculation,” which increase readability 
and the pleasure of an intellectual journey. This combination makes the book an enjoyable and 
instructive read with a humble thesis that, within the limits of Tomlinson’s methodology and 
perspective, is generally well supported. For these reasons, this book seems more than appropriate 
for students and researchers who are interested in learning about ritual textuality, but also who wish 
to become competent in the savvy art of good argumentation. 

Furthermore, readers who might question Tomlinson’s argument will appreciate the 
inclusion of a relatively rich amount of textual data in the book, which they might use to undertake 
alternative analyses. Tomlinson frequently intersperses his reasoning with quotes that are relatively 
long if compared with the overall length of the book and the individual chapters. While this can be 
looked at as a weakness, especially if not much space is dedicated to discussion and analysis between 
the quotes. On the other hand, as Marcel Mauss once affirmed, the mark of a good ethnography is 
that it provides scope for a reader to develop a critique and different interpretation of it. Therefore, 
readers who maintain that ethnographers should make an effort to argue with emic categories and 
only use external terminologies as place-holders will find enough material for alternative critical 
readings of Fijian ritual textuality. 
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Review by: Girish Daswani (University of Toronto) 
 

This is the kind of book that you will want to read. It is based on twenty-eight months of 
research in Fiji (Kadavu and Suva) and explores the overlapping themes of Pentecostal Christianity, 
Methodism, tradition and politics. It is also theoretically insightful and relevant because it takes you 
beyond Fiji, Christianity, tradition and politics. Tomlinson’s book is both short and eloquently 
written. It is an Introduction, four chapters and a “Full Stop” (his conclusion) long and is designed 
to both inform and effectively teach readers how discourse and written texts, which emerge in ritual 
performances, can be broken down into distinctive patterns. There are four basic patterns to all 
ritual performances Tomlinson suggests – sequence, conjunction, contrast and substitution – and once you 
know what these patterns are and how they function and converge, a new door of analysis opens up. 
All you have to do is walk in. Even if this book is not explicitly framed as an invitation, it implicitly 
invites you to try these methods for yourself. The content of its pages leaves the reader with 
important conceptual tools with which to analyze an array of ritual performances in motion and to 
understand how the various components of these rituals converge in different ways and to varying 
effects. 

Tomlinson is not the first to do this. His assemblage of ritual’s characteristics is reminiscent 
of anthropologists such as Roy Rappaport (1999) who in his later work identified a structure that 
characterized the more “religious” or the more formal of rituals. A ritual form characterized such 
rituals. This included an encoding by others than the performers, a formality, a level of invariance 
(more or less), a performance and the illocutionary force of speech-acts. Tomlinson acknowledges 
the influence of Rappaport amongst other influential scholars and also points to the influence of 
Bakhtin in the taking of “text” as a mode of social action when writing about ritual textuality. This is 
not Tomlinson’s first work on ritual performance (e.g., Engelke and Tomlinson 2006). However in 
this book he makes the study of the efficacy of ritual performance both relevant and interesting 
through a clear and methodical approach around entextualization: “the process of turning discourse 
into texts that are detachable from their original contexts” (2). As he describes it, these “signs and 
texts” are embedded in patterns that “figuratively go places” (5, emphasis in original). They are in 
constant motion and where they go, the ways in which they get there, and the consequences of their 
arrival is what this book promises to explain. 

If “meaning” was the theoretical concept at stake in his co-edited volume with Matthew 
Engelke it is “motion” that propels this book forward. At the beginning of his book Tomlinson 
cautions us that “motion” is a metaphor and metaphors can be misleading. They are always 
imperfect. “Motion” as a metaphor offers “some new insights” but “by limiting others,” he writes 
(1). Tomlinson argues that the “dynamism, transgression, and transformation” that a metaphor of 
motion implies is usually taken as counter-intuitive to an understanding of patterned regularity. This 
is why an understanding of ritual textuality is a productive way to identify how both movement and 
pattern operate simultaneously. He also shows that the “motion” of ritual textuality matters because 
it aligns with broader projects that people are interested in. While I have my reservations about the 
counter-intuitive assumption behind Tomlinson’s rationale for using “motion” as the motivational 
metaphor (something I address later), this assumed distinction becomes a productive starting point 
and a path through which he demonstrates how movement and ritual transformation often happen 
in patterned ways and across distinct contexts. Motion as an imperfect metaphor best fits with what 
Tomlinson is trying to say in showing how “patterns emerge interactively in performance” (10). In 
what follows I will elaborate on the content of the book’s four main chapters before turning to 
some general points about how the book contributes to discussions within an anthropology of 
Christianity. 
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Chapter 2: if this chapter captivates you, it should. Tomlinson’s description of a Pentecostal 
rally in Albert Pak, in Suva, and the analysis he provides of the visiting American evangelist’s sermon 
and altar call is a revealing exercise that suggests why Holy Spirit inspired, yet liturgical, speech 
literally moves people. In fact Tomlinson observes his own inability to stay in his seat. He describes 
the scene as “an explosion – a riot” (23) that leaves him “dazzled but dazed” (33). Unlike Methodist 
services talk is not the main concern. “Motion is” (23). If Methodist preachers want to connect 
church members to a continuity of traditions through public declarations of faith, Tomlinson argues 
that Pentecostal performance instead moves language further; from declarations of faith to 
promises, to actions.  

Through different examples drawn from the evangelist’s sermon and altar call Tomlinson 
carefully separates a declaration (e.g., “God is great”), from a promise (e.g., “God is going to do 
miracles today”), from an action (e.g., “Praise God and raise your hands in the air”). These parts go 
on to form what he calls “performative paths” – “patterned sequences meant to generate ritual 
efficacy” (38). Such ritual performances do not simply state something; they also bring into being 
particular states of increased success, happiness and health. Participating in a Pentecostal ritual, 
unlike most Methodist services, is not simply about a public commitment to the liturgical conditions 
put in place for establishing continuity with established Christian traditions. It also anticipates a 
response from believers and involves a personal experience of “this is happening” to me, here, and 
now, with the added anticipation of what is to come in the future. In Tomlinson’s sequence the 
constant repetition of words and phrases and declarations of faith prelude God’s promises of what 
is to come, followed by a sequence of actions to bring these promises into effect. What Tomlinson 
impressively does is pay close attention to the specific sequence of the Pentecostal illocutionary act, 
breaking it down into a performative path that is both a sequence and repetition of acts as well as 
meta-performative. Ironically, Tomlinson adds, the performative path of Pentecostal sermons 
resembles traditional Fijian oratory more than Methodist sermons. 

Chapter 3: Christianity is part and parcel of a Fijian understanding of tradition. Nothing 
makes this point more clearly than the drinking of kava in indigenous Fijian society Tomlinson tells 
us. “Chiasmus” – a pattern of “criss-cross reciprocation” (Silverstein 2004: 626, quoted in 
Tomlinson, 50) that works through the logic of conjunction – helps define Fijian kava drinking 
sessions as performances of incorporation. In these ceremonies of sharing kava participants are 
putting the land (vanua as place) into themselves and simultaneously putting themselves (vanua as 
people) into the land. The conjunction of these two movements brings into effect the renewal of the 
social structure and institutes change through its very performance. Similarly the sharing of 
communion in Protestant churches, which involves the drinking of wine allows Christians to put 
themselves into God (and the church), and in turn, allows God (and the church) to become a part of 
people.  

Upon a surface reading of these two ceremonies we find striking similarities in symbolic 
analogy. The relation of kava to vanua (as “people” and “place”) bears resemblance to the relation of 
wine to the church. Just as kava is symbolic of chiefly authority so is wine the embodiment of the 
saving authority of Jesus. However, Tomlinson argues, even if Fijian theologians and some 
Methodist leaders suggest that kava and wine ought to be interchangeable, never has kava replaced 
wine in the Methodist church. If kava is like wine in ritual performances it is also not like wine 
because it importantly connects its participants to the non-Christian ancestral spirits, in ways that 
create misgivings for any easy substitution. As Tomlinson tells us, an evangelist interpretation has 
been influential in the Methodist church, in making links between kava-drinking sessions and the 
summoning of non-Christian spirits and demons.   

Chapter 4: death as a rite of passage is not merely a symbolic journey from this world to 
another. It invokes a narrative that explains how this journey takes place. Tomlinson explains that 
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“life” and “death” are fractally recursive categories that are defined against each other (in contrast) 
and can become recalibrated in ways that transform their relationship at different levels. If Fijians 
already held a narrative of an afterlife, Methodist missionaries of the nineteenth century reconfigured 
it so that life after death was situated in Heaven. They also orchestrated the dying words of Fijians to 
fit into the Christian narrative of moral retribution and eternal life so as to ensure them access to 
God’s kingdom. Tomlinson describes deathbed performances whereby missionaries gathered the 
testimonies of Fijians at their deathbed, which then became texts that circulated abroad and used to 
build the faith of the overseas Christian community. Death, he shows, can be staged in ways that 
create a patterned narrative account of a “good” or “happy” death. But as a consequence of such 
recalibration, stories of untimely deaths are not publicly shared in Fijian society today since they 
potentially evoke the existence of the hidden, demonic, realm.  

Chapter 5: I found this chapter fascinating for the way in which it succinctly brings so much 
information on recent political events in Fiji into just over twenty pages. In this chapter Bakhtin’s 
idea of “monologue” helps us to understand Bainimarama’s (Fiji’s self-appointed prime minister 
since 2006) authoritarian style of governance and his project to create a unified political voice. In a 
dialogic discourse that anticipates no answer, a coup is not a coup but a “clean-up campaign”, other 
political players are excluded from the decision making process (“shut up and shut down”), legal 
intimidation is used as a strategy of control and censorship and physical intimidation and violence 
becomes a way of maintaining a unified voice in politics. Tomlinson describes this as the 
“destructive creativity of monologue” (102) that hides its dialogic origins and creates a sense of 
apparent cohesion where none may exist. The creation of the Peoples Charter of Fiji is one example 
Tomlinson uses to demonstrate the effects of a monologic discourse that shuts out and shouts down 
the voices of the Methodist church (in favour of the Catholic church), traditional authority, foreign 
media as well as oppositional parties. 
 
Why is ritual important? 

Tomlison’s book shows how the study of ritual can cut across the religious (and its “return”) 
and the secular in ways that help us move past this artificial dichotomy. Ritual, more than religion, 
possesses certain logical entailments that can be compared across different contexts. Tomlinson 
provides us with four patterns in motion that he suggests are in fact cross-cultural. According to 
Rappaport (1999) ritual is the basic social act. The study of ritual textuality therefore brings 
Christianity as a “virtual object” (Bialecki 2013) back into conversation with universalism but 
through the interlocking domains of tradition, of politics and Christianity’s own multiple forms. 
Tomlinson’s work on ritual textuality is thus central to understanding Christianity’s ongoing process 
of becoming alongside a nominalist project of bringing together the canonical and the indexical in 
ways that provide unity, institutional stability and social cohesion, while not precluding the debates 
and divisions internal to (around questions like what is an appropriate ritual form, who is a true 
Christian and how is faith demonstrated) as well as external to it (around political, cultural and 
secular ambitions).  
 
The ‘event’ as continuity and discontinuity 

Tomlinson introduces repetition as another type of sequence in the conclusion of his book (cf. 
Tomlinson 2014). The “repeated invocation of an original event” (119) – a curse caused by the 
murder of a Methodist missionary and his party from the nineteenth century – through 
performances of apology, reveals the different motivations and changing historical circumstances in 
which forgiveness is being sought. Reminiscent of Alain Badiou’s (2001; 2006) idea of event as a 
situated universality, Tomlinson recognizes that while a shared set of criterion defines an event the 
circumstances around the way the event is experienced over time is different (cf. Robbins 2010). The 
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event, therefore, only truly exists at the time of its occurrence. Anything that follows is a repetitive 
act, which, while resembling the original event and pointing to it, never fully reproduces it. This 
repetition, even as it acts as a return, changes the circumstances of its emergence and brings forward 
new possibilities. Thus continuity and discontinuity are brought together at different levels of 
interaction and at moments since the act of repetition is as much about retrieving the past as it is 
about creating a citation of an original event. 
 
Anthropology and theology 

The religious practitioners we study are usually as intellectually involved with questions 
about the world as we are (Robbins 2013: 331). Tomlinson’s book (Chapter 2) addresses the 
intellectual side of Christianity through comparing the dissertation work of students in a theological 
college (around the proposed substitution of wine with kava in Methodist communion) and the 
resistance these ideas face on the ground. Robbins (2006) call to look into and develop the 
‘awkward’ relationship between anthropology and theology is partly answered here. Tomlinson’s 
analysis reaffirms the value of being aware of the theological speculations and position of the leaders 
of the Methodist church, which becomes a prerequisite for a meaningful engagement with claims of 
“indigeneity” – both Christian and traditional. If anthropology, as Robbins fears, runs the risk of 
turning the category of the other into the same, focusing on how Christianity and the traditions 
(anthropology and theology included) that study religion deal with and recalibrate otherness is an 
important start to recapturing “otherness” as a critical engagement of difference.  
 
Motion – An imperfect metaphor? 

If I have given you the impression that I enjoyed this book and highly recommend it, then I 
have achieved my goal. This is a very captivating book and Tomlinson is a good writer. Yet I do 
have questions. What makes “motion” such a compelling metaphor? Is it simply an “imperfect” 
metaphor as Tomlinson claims or can it also be misleading? For example where is reflection located 
in movement? Is ritual performance not also about being moved or held accountable by one’s 
emotions or by forces that exist outside ritual performance? If motion is central to ritual 
performance, then what potentially brings about motion – a collective effervescence or the affective 
presence of the Holy Spirit? When is motion not important? 

Tomlinson explains that there is a shared criterion for what makes a ritual (as signs and 
texts) successful or effective. Ritual performances can also fail or misfire in ways that make for 
interesting ethnographic observations. In his introduction Tomlinson uses Simon Coleman’s 
example of a failed Pentecostal service in Sweden to ask how a failure of the pastor’s performance of 
‘silence’ in a church of ‘motion’ can be a productive starting point with which to ask other questions 
regarding the relationship between pattern and motion (4). Tomlinson writes that he is using the 
idea of motion in a counter-intuitive way. Motion as “dynamism, transgression and transformation” 
(1) is counter-intuitive to ideas of regularity he claims. Yet how does “motion” become considered 
opposite to patterned regularity in the first place and by whom?  

A concept is counter-intuitive if it violates the inferences that we intuitively share as humans. 
A person who walks through walls for example would violate our intuitive physics. In fact, many 
times, something that we might want to take as ‘counter-intuitive’ (such as religion) is actually 
‘intuitive’ (see Bloch 2005: Chapter 7). I intuitively assume that “spirits” are real because some of my 
friends and family in Singapore have either been possessed by or seen them. They were in motion as 
stories but also as affective beings. While serving my national service I was instructed along with 
other recruits not to urinate under trees or disturb graves when training at night without first 
acknowledging the spirits that possibly inhabited these spaces in case they became annoyed and 
returned to the camp with us. Such personal experiences led me to firmly believe that one does not 
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have to experience spirits in order for them to become part of your life. My motion through life is 
also usually accompanied by a regularity or pattern that many would consider counter-intuitive but 
which also provides me with moments of discretion, direction and which prevents my world from 
spinning off its hinges. I thoroughly enjoyed reading Ritual Textuality but would have liked 
Tomlinson to elaborate on his choice of metaphor and be more specific about “motion” since it is 
used to connect the chapters of his book in ways that were not always consistent.  
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A Reply to Reviewers by: Matt Tomlinson (Australian National University) 
 
 

I am grateful to the reviewers for their engaged readings of Ritual Textuality and to 
AnthroCyBib for hosting this forum. It is both daunting and exhilarating to watch one’s own book—
such an intimately strange creation!—move into conversations of critique. The reviewers have 
carefully described the argument and been generous in their responses. Individually and collectively, 
they raise insightful questions, especially about dimensions of metaphor, the utility of typologies, and 
the limits of language. I will address each reviewer’s contribution individually. 
 Girish Daswani, focusing on the metaphor of motion, asks a series of  
interlinked questions. In what ways, he asks, might this metaphor be misleading, and how does one 
articulate it with critical dynamics such as reflexivity? Might ritual be an arena for “being moved…by 
forces that exist outside ritual performance,” and if so, what forces? 
 As I signal in the book’s Introduction, I often find the use of metaphors of motion to be 
problematic: flows seem to happen without human interaction; circulation speeds ahead of its own 
accord. When I began writing, I intended to critique the metaphor more thoroughly. But when I 
sent the manuscript to friends, their engaged (but tough) responses made me aware that the problem 
was not necessarily with the metaphor itself but with my usage of it. Intellectually and rhetorically, I 
kept setting traps that I then reliably stumbled into, like Wile E. Coyote. I came to realize that 
motion was a useful metaphor to the extent that it focuses attention on replication, linking 
presuppositions with performances, or patterns with their uptake and potential transformation in 
new contexts. As Courtney Handman puts it elegantly here, “patterns (or presuppositions)…make 
possible the fluidity, the –scapes, the frictions, and the flows that are so much at the heart of 
contemporary anthropology.” Colloquially, the metaphor of motion demands attention to 
interactivity and the possibilities of transformation, things I hoped to foreground in discussing 
entextualization.  
 As the reviewers note, each of the book’s four main chapters is focused on a pattern of 
entextualization: sequence, conjunction, contrast, and substitution. I wrote in the introduction that 
typology is not the point of the book, but Handman notes that this is a puzzling claim in light of the 
way I structured it. Her criticism is fair, but in writing the book I felt that my main purpose—to 
understand how ritual performances achieve their effects—required beginning with the patterns I 
had noticed during research and comparing them with each other to try to gain new insights. I agree 
that typologies, in themselves, explain nothing. But a full understanding of ritual efficacy, in treating 
the relationship between ideologies of effective action (for example, the Pentecostals’ belief that you 
ought to jump and shout in order to encounter divinity) and contexts of ritual performance (a 
Pentecostal crusade, with all its noise and energy), demands attention to the specific patterns in 
which signs and texts are entextualized, replicated, and reflected upon. Patterns are only part of the 
picture, but they are the part I needed to begin with. 
 I am grateful for Handman’s comment that my book is “an extended argument for the ways 
in which ritual patterns…make possible the events through which lives are lived.” I like to think this 
resonates with Omri Elisha’s description of the argument as a “road map,” which opens up his 
question about choice. As Elisha writes, people come to ritual performances for different reasons, 
expect different outcomes, and evaluate success differently. This is all true. But, to draw on 
Handman’s phrasing again, there is a notable difference between the way that ritual patterns make a 
Pentecostal crusade possible (and possibly efficacious) and the way they make a kava session 
possible, to choose the examples from chapters two and three. As I argue, this is partly because the 
crusade took compelling shape as a series of sequences leading to a specific point: the point at which 
God would inhabit people and speak through them. Kava sessions take compelling shape as 
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conjunctions between people and places, with every moment in the session effecting and 
manifesting this conjunction. But more than this—and more to the point of Elisha’s observation—
people encounter different possibilities within these different events. 
 The Pentecostal service, even as it featured the remarkable consistency of the main speaker’s 
rhetorical patterns, was a riot of possibility. It was a public event, you could choose how energetic 
you would be, how distant or close you were to the center of action, and whether you wanted to 
“receive” the Holy Ghost or not. You could also, as Elisha suggests, come to the event, and interact 
with people there, for reasons such as making friends, feeling the energy, and helping others. You 
could come late, leave early, stand, sit, dance, sing, shout, take photos, and believe or not believe—
or rather, engage or not engage in a commitment (per Howell 2007)—however you wanted, 
although the organizers clearly hoped for particular kinds of feedback: enthusiastic noise (they got 
it), bodies in motion (they got those, too), and people choosing to go up front for the climactic altar 
call (several dozen did).  
 Kava-drinking sessions in Kadavu, even the most casual, do not have this degree of latitude. 
For one thing, men who are not members of evangelical churches are generally expected to 
participate in them and not leave before the session is formally closed (with rhythmic clapping after 
a closing announcement that the bowl is empty). Within the sessions, there is a general order of 
service without much wiggle room. The beverage has different physiological effects on different 
people (depending, for example, on previous drinking experience, body mass, air temperature, and, 
of course, how full the cups are and the strength of the mix), but everyone at the session drinks 
from the same preparation. Another way to put the difference, then, is that attendees at the 
Pentecostal crusade could do what they liked within the performance—and, as Elisha suggests, the 
crowd could move the preacher as much as he moved them—but in kava sessions, participation is 
more firmly compelled and leeway more finely constrained. 
 Elisha also asks what is missed with a focus on language, although Handman helps me out 
again by pointing out how “materiality and textuality (or bodies and spirits) are not discrete planes of 
ritual action.” I acknowledge that other scholars would have paid more attention than I did to the 
non-linguistic aspects of these ritual performances, and I look forward to commentaries from those 
with sharper appreciation of these aspects. What would be unproductive for ethnographic analysis, 
however, would be to tip the scales too far in the other direction and argue that language must be 
subordinated to something else such as unmediated phenomenological experience. 

Here it is worth analyzing Daswani’s claim, “one does not have to experience spirits in order 
for them to become part of your life.” The ways spirits become part of people’s lives are very often 
linguistically mediated, if not linguistically originated. Language, as Webb Keane (1997: 49) has 
argued, is a medium that makes “the presence and activity of beings that are otherwise unavailable to 
the senses…presupposable, even compelling, in ways that are [publicly] yet also subjectively available 
to people as members of social groups.” For those at Copeland’s crusade, the Holy Ghost was 
manifest in a string of syllables. It was also manifest, I expect, in the pulse of music and the splash of 
baptismal water, but it achieved its most vigorously intersubjective and objectively apprehensible 
form in glossolalia: the shouts such as Sina-dyamaya-damai-pasata-nahaya! and anda-bakobasadaboha! 
which, in a companion piece to chapter two (Tomlinson 2012), I examine as indexes of a believer’s 
relationship to the otherness of the divine. I focus on language in my research because so many 
Christian rituals I have attended (most of them not Pentecostal) have featured talk as highly 
consequential action, and indigenous Fijians relish living in “a world of talk,” as Andrew Arno aptly 
(1993) puts it. 
 In regard to language, Rodolfo Maggio raises the topic of using indigenous Fijian 
terminology. (The terminology I use in the book is, admittedly, a variety of English-language anthro-
speak.) In some cases, I think my terms resonate well with local characterizations even if the words 
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are different. As I point out in chapter three, numerous Fijian theologians have likened kava 
drinking to communion, and this equation helped motivate my argument about chiasmus. In other 
cases, I admit that the interpretations might not fit as well. I suspect that speaking of life/death and 
public/private in terms of fractal recursivity would not spark excited conversation around the kava 
bowl. One of the ways I tried to fill the text with Fijian understandings (as I understand them to be) 
was by saturating it with quotations that included the Fijian language originals. Indeed, Maggio 
mentions the “quotes that are relatively long if compared with the overall length of the book and the 
individual chapters.” 
 There is a case I wish I had mentioned in the introductory chapter, because it relates to some 
of the comments and questions made by all of the reviewers: how efficacy is evaluated, what a focus 
on language reveals but potentially obscures, the use of indigenous terminology, and Daswani’s 
query, “how does ‘motion’ become considered opposite to patterned regularity in the first place and 
by whom?” During a “chain prayer” (masu sema) held for a family in Kadavu in 1999, one man who 
had married into the family offered running critical commentary. Here I will quote and summarize 
(in brackets) at length from my fieldnotes, changing names: 
 

[We were sitting in the main room of the chief’s house. The Methodist minister], thinking 
aloud, decided there would be 2 sides in the chain prayer…. [Those who went to pray did so 
in a bedroom of the house; others who were not praying would wait in the cookhouse, 
where kava would be served.]  
 Saying it was time to begin, [the minister] then went into the bedroom which had 
been designated as prayer-site. The remaining folks whispered (about where to go and what 
to do, I presume), and [the catechist] and I went to a side room, carrying out [kava roots] 
and the [kava bowl], and bringing them to the cookhouse, where Apakuki and Mere also 
were. [Apakuki and Mere were husband and wife; Mere was the chief’s daughter.] Apakuki 
was evidently displeased with the arrangement of the prayer structure, saying it wasn’t really 
a chain (i.e., since people were just coming and going [between two sides] it was a sloppy 
arrangement); he said it was “disorganized,” using the English word.… 
 Now, for a summary of Apakuki’s discourse [in the cookhouse]…. What’s interesting 
is how he turned from describing the masu sema as related to [pre-Christian] spiritual activity 
to a condemnation of the way things are now—talk about a fall from a golden state sort of, 
only one of the golden things was not just an age when a chief could punish disrespect with 
death (an age which he, like Opetaia, sounds resentful at the passing of), but also his town in 
[province name], which, he says, had chain prayers which lasted a full week without 
stopping, and [where] almost everyone was a [Christian preacher].… 
 Later in the evening, Bulou Ruci told a story which I didn’t understand, so Mere 
explained it to me. [The chief’s] parents had 3 girls and they really wanted a boy; they 
consulted a [traditional seer]. When [the chief] was very young, he was so sick people 
thought he might die. Ratu Jese, the father of Ratu Livai, went up to the old graveyard in the 
hills by [village name]…and called out to [the chief’s] soul. Ratu Jese knew the soul had 
come back when he felt a sensation on his upper back. He came back to the village and 
knew the soul had reentered [the chief] when [the chief] sneezed.… 
 As I was asking for clarification on the [traditional seer] bit, Apakuki got upset with 
me and said we’d talk about this tomorrow, that this stuff was cold and we should maroroya 
na katakata [take care of the heat]. Apparently, talking too much about the old ways could 
dissipate the heat generated by fervent Christian prayer. Mere gently closed my small 
notebook and added that we’d talk about this stuff tomorrow. (Fieldnotes, January 30, 1999) 
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Consider all of the evaluations of ritual efficacy that are in play here. Apakuki disapproves of the 
chain prayer because it is not a multiply segmented sequence. It is just two sides. If I may recast this 
in the terms used in Ritual Textuality, he expects a chain prayer to be a performative path, and two 
steps, in his opinion, are not enough to make anything happen. In comparing the current event to 
ones that had taken place in his home province, he adds another dimension to a successful chain’s 
length: back home, these things kept going for a week, not just one night. But then, after the chief’s 
sister, Bulou Ruci, tells a story with a distinct emphasis on traditional (non-Christian) spirituality—a 
seer recovers a boy’s lost soul—and I sit there doing what anthropologists do, asking way too many 
questions, Apakuki focuses on heat as the key quality of the ritual’s potential success. Things need to 
stay hot. My talkativeness will cool them off. Mere then enacts the metaphor of heat by closing my 
notebook for me, sealing things shut. So part of the efficacy, in Apakuki’s view, concerns patterns—
specifically, the importance of establishing a proper chain and not being “disorganized.” But it also 
concerns heat, by which I think he meant focused, intense, concentrated activity, likely indexed by, 
among other things, a lack of extraneous discourse (cf. Ryle 2010: 150). 
 I am grateful to the reviewers and to the editors of AnthroCyBib for their stimulating 
commentaries. I have not addressed all of their points here, but appreciate the insights that all have 
offered. The reviewers highlight critical issues for future investigations, and I hope the discussion 
stays hot. 
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