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01 / THE QUESTION

A cup beside a door
When a gesture recurs, what can we genuinely know?

A CAREFUL STARTING CLAIM

Observation can establish that an action is repeated in a context. It does not, by itself, establish the
reasons participants give, the emotions they experience, or the effects of the action on every member.
The Observatory treats meaning as something to investigate rather than declare.

01 / SEE

The physical sequence

02 / READ

Its possible meaning

03 / CHALLENGE

What might resist that meaning

THE THREE LEARNING OUTCOMES

First, separate an observable scene from an attributed intention. Second, produce at least two plausible
readings of the same event. Third, use a genuine counterexample to revise the explanation instead of
becoming more attached to it.

EXAMPLE / INVENTED MINIATURE

A regular group places a cup at its meeting-room door. A newcomer might read it as welcome. Another person
might see a reminder to prepare tea. Someone excluded from the gathering might see it as an insider ritual.
None of these readings is settled without more information.

THE STRONGEST OBJECTION

Perhaps the word “ritual” adds unnecessary drama to an ordinary convenience. That objection is worth
taking seriously. A recurring action can be instrumental, symbolic, both, or neither in the ways we
initially suppose. Our tool never forces a symbolic reading to win.
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02 / CONCEPTUAL DISTINCTIONS

A pocket vocabulary
Six terms that prevent impressive-sounding but empty claims.

ACT

OBSERVATION

INTERPRETATION

CHALLENGE

ACTION, HABIT, ROUTINE

An action is something done. A habit is often a learned repeated pattern. A routine typically organizes
activities. Repetition alone does not establish ritual meaning: brushing teeth, conducting a safety check
and preparing a ceremonial welcome differ in their purposes and social frames.

RITUAL, CONVENTION, AND RITUALIZATION

A ritual may involve formal, repeated, symbolically framed or causally opaque steps; definitions differ
across disciplines. A convention is a recognizable shared way of doing something. Ritualization directs
attention to how a practice is marked off from other actions and given particular status. Bell (1992,
1997) offers reasons to resist treating these as timeless, universal boxes.

THE DIAGRAM IS A PROMPT, NOT A MEASUREMENT

At the centre is the observed act. The surrounding circles represent interpretations and challenges. Their size
does not correspond to a measured effect. Ask what changes when someone enters, declines, or substitutes
another practice.
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03 / DOCUMENTED CASE ONE

What makes a thing “special”?
Kapitány & Nielsen (2015) / Cognition, 145, 13–29.

WHAT THEY STUDIED

In two experiments, participants observed action sequences presented as rituals or ordinary actions,
with experimentally varied contextual descriptions. The researchers investigated whether causally
opaque sequences changed how observers evaluated objects. This is a study of interpretations of
stimuli, not a report on the invented welcome cup.

WHAT WAS REPORTED

In the reported results, ritualized objects were rated as more special and desirable, even though the
actions did not physically transform them. Context contributed to the way people understood the
sequence. The authors considered how socially normative expectations may emerge when instrumental
purpose is not obvious.

A DISCIPLINED INTERPRETATION

The findings are compatible with an account in which patterned, opaque actions invite social-norm inferences.
But an observed laboratory rating is not proof that all daily rituals generate belonging, or that a particular person
is emotionally attached to a practice.

THE TRANSFER PROBLEM

Our observatory asks about social meaning in everyday routines. The published experiments asked
participants to evaluate particular ritualized actions and objects under manipulated conditions. Those
are related but distinct questions. Before transferring a result from one to the other, one would need
new evidence about setting, participants, comparison conditions and measures.

Source: Kapitány, R., & Nielsen, M. (2015), Adopting the ritual stance: The role of opacity and context in ritual and
everyday actions. DOI 10.1016/j.cognition.2015.08.002. https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/26298423/
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04 / DOCUMENTED CASE TWO

When participation meets giving
Xygalatas et al. (2013) / Psychological Science, 24(8), 1602–1605.

THE OBSERVED RESEARCH CONTEXT

This published study examined extreme religious ritual participation and donations in a particular social
environment. Its context matters: the physical demands, public meanings and participant relationships
cannot be silently replaced by a gentle office tea break. Scientific conclusions are conditional on
methods and settings.

WHAT THE PAPER REPORTS

The authors report prosocial giving patterns associated with the ritual in their studied setting. This
provides a concrete example of researchers looking beyond verbal interpretations toward behaviour,
while retaining important limits. Observational or context-specific effects do not license a claim that any
repeated action will reliably increase generosity.

A COUNTERREADING

Social expectations, preexisting bonds, selection into participation and cultural meanings may affect what is
observed. Even when a study makes a carefully supported claim, it does not prove every individual enjoyed the
ritual, participated freely, or felt included.

WHAT THE ATLAS SHOULD LEARN FROM THIS

The useful lesson is methodological: make the observable outcome explicit, keep the social setting
visible, compare plausible explanations and say what the study cannot establish. Our interactive fiction
does not simulate or reproduce this study’s dataset.

Source: Xygalatas, D., et al. (2013), Extreme rituals promote prosociality. DOI 10.1177/0956797612472910.
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/23740550/
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05 / CONTESTABILITY

Two stories, same gesture
The invitation story is attractive. It may still be wrong.

STORY ONE / BELONGING

A group places a cup by the entrance. A participant explains that the cup signals a place for late arrivals.
This makes a welcoming interpretation plausible. Repetition may help newcomers recognize a stable
invitation. The story is not yet a test of whether everyone feels included.

STORY TWO / BOUNDARY

The same group consistently overlooks people without insider connections. A newcomer reports not
being offered the expected welcome. Now the visible practice and its social distribution differ. The ritual
may advertise generosity while the group’s actual conduct distributes attention unequally. No claim
about secret malicious intent is required to ask this.

STORY THREE / LOGISTICS

The group finds that placing the cup is simply a convenient way to remind whoever opens the room to
boil water. Once a reminder is put on the door, the cup disappears, while the meeting proceeds as
before. The ritual-specific explanation is unnecessary for the practical outcome. This remains an
invented counterfactual, not a field result.

THE ETHICAL HINGE

The question is not whether people perform symbolism correctly. It is whether the practice is intelligible,
voluntary when possible, compatible with dignity, and open to respectful questions. Boundaries can serve safety;
boundaries can also distribute exclusion. Observe the difference.
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06 / TRADITIONS IN TENSION

Micro-sociology of encounters
Goffman and Collins help illuminate repeated social interaction, without
requiring a single verdict.

GOFFMAN / FACE-WORK AND ORDER

Goffman’s Interaction Ritual (1967) is a classic examination of patterned face-to-face behaviour,
deference, embarrassment and the social rules of encounters. A greeting can matter not because of its
physical efficiency, but because it recognizes someone within a shared interaction order. This
conceptual approach makes ordinary politeness worth studying.

COLLINS / SHARED ATTENTION AND ENERGY

Collins’s Interaction Ritual Chains (2004) proposes that interactions involving mutual focus and shared
emotion can build symbolic ties and emotional energy. It is a theory with scope and assumptions, not a
direct demonstration that a given meeting produces cohesion.

WHAT NEITHER LENS CAN READ FROM A SCREENSHOT

A photograph of a huddle cannot establish a shared feeling. A handshake cannot prove trust. You need
participants’ accounts, context, comparisons and sometimes behavioural evidence. Scholars offer ways to
formulate questions; they do not supply mind-reading instruments.

A USEFUL OBSERVATION

Notice the ordering of greetings before a meeting. Who initiates? Who waits? What happens if someone
arrives with an unfamiliar form of greeting? The pattern might help coordination, communicate
recognition, or accentuate differences in status. Observe rather than assign a global character
judgment.
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07 / BELL AND THE COUNTERPOSITION

Practice, power, and the right to
decline
Sometimes the way a routine marks a boundary matters more than the
content of the gesture.

RITUALIZATION AS PRACTICE

Catherine Bell’s Ritual Theory, Ritual Practice (1992) invites attention to the processes and power
relations through which some actions come to be distinguished as special or authoritative. Her later
Ritual: Perspectives and Dimensions (1997) surveys incompatible definitions rather than imposing one
universal model.

THE COUNTERPOSITION TO CELEBRATION

Rituals can be meaningful and comforting, yet a routine can also compel appearances. A team’s
compulsory cheer may impose a public mood. A family tradition may quietly distribute labour unevenly.
A school custom may disadvantage a newcomer who cannot decode it. These are possibilities to
investigate, not allegations against any specific people.

THE COUNTERPOSITION TO DISMISSAL

Equally, seeing ritual only as a tool of control overlooks continuity, care and personal significance. A
farewell gesture can give someone a language for gratitude. An opening pause can give a group a
predictable transition. A functional substitute may replace one practical effect without replacing a
meaning valued by participants.

FOUR ETHICAL QUESTIONS

Who designed the custom? Who may refuse? Who gets recognition? What happens to someone who suggests an
alternative? The answers matter more than whether an outsider labels the practice “authentic.”
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08 / HOW THE MECHANISM WORKS

Build the Ritual Pattern Atlas
One scene, one interpretive lens, one disconfirming observation. No
hidden scores.

A B C

SCENE / observable LENS / hypothesis TEST / opposition

A / SCENE

Choose doorway (a welcome cup), meeting (an opening silence), or farewell (a note box). Each is a fixed,
fictional prompt, not a documented ethnographic case. Scene selection changes the described action
and the relevant field question.

B / READING

Choose belonging, coordination, or exclusion. These are provisional explanatory frames. They alter a
headline and the interpretation text, not a probability. Switching only B leaves the scene and
counterexample unchanged.

C / CHALLENGE

Choose none, an excluded newcomer, or a practical substitute that works. Each supplies a
counter-observation. With the excluded newcomer selected, a belonging claim becomes “Welcome
hypothesis challenged.” With a practical substitute, the symbolic causal explanation is no longer
required for the practical outcome.

INSPECTABILITY

The model always prints five reasoning lines: action, interpretation, challenge, revision, and a discriminating
question. It makes no numerical claim, social diagnosis, emotional inference or statistical prediction.
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09 / THE FIRST PASS

Worked transcript / baseline
Input: A = doorway, B = belonging, C = none.

ACTION HELD IN VIEW

A regular group places a cup beside the door before its weekly gathering. This is the full invented
observation; do not add facts about the people’s motives. A separate alternative suggests the cup might
be a practical reminder.

THE SELECTED READING

Belonging is the selected lens. The model returns the exact headline “Welcome signal · provisional.” It
says repetition could make an invitation or common identity legible. The word could matters: no actual
participant report or trial result exists for this fictional scene.

HOW TO TRACE THE OUTPUT

Line 1 describes the fixed scene. Line 2 states the selected belonging hypothesis. Line 3 reports that no
disconfirming event was stipulated. Line 4 explicitly refuses to turn possibility into an established effect.
Line 5 asks whether participants can opt in and describe feeling acknowledged.

OBSERVABLE EXPECTED OUTPUT

INPUT doorway / belonging / none → “Welcome signal · provisional.” This is an acceptance-test fixture, not a
research finding. A reader may reproduce it with the website controls, or carry out the sequence on paper.

WHY THE CONCLUSION IS LIMITED

No participant was interviewed, no alternative condition was tested, and no inclusion scale was used.
The most one can say is that the chosen interpretation is intelligible and that a possible test has been
identified.
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10 / CONTROLLED PERTURBATION

Worked transcript / changed lens
Input: A = doorway, B = exclusion, C = none. Only B changes.

PRECISELY ONE CHANGED PREMISE

Return to the same cup at the same door. Keep the fictional scene and the absence of counterevidence
intact. Replace the belonging lens with the boundary lens. The model now returns “Boundary signal ·
provisional.” That is a change in the user’s interpretive question, not a change in the action or a
discovery about the people.

THE ALTERED TRACE

Line 1 repeats the same physical observation. Line 2 now says that repetition may mark who qualifies as
an insider. Line 3 still reports no added challenge. Line 4 retains the provisional status. Line 5 asks who
is missing, pressured or treated differently. This transparency shows which assumption did the
explanatory work.

CONTRAST WITH BASELINE

BASELINE: “Welcome signal · provisional.”
ONE-VARIABLE CHANGE: “Boundary signal · provisional.”
Not changed: scene = doorway; counterexample = none. Differences arise from the chosen lens, not from hidden
evidence.

WHY THIS IS USEFUL

When we argue about whether a tradition is good or bad, participants may be using different questions:
one asks about intended hospitality; another asks about access. The controlled perturbation helps
expose that difference, making a more precise conversation possible.
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11 / ADVERSARIAL COUNTEREXAMPLE

Worked transcript / the hard case
Input: A = doorway, B = belonging, C = outsider.

INSERT THE DISCONFIRMING OBSERVATION

Keep the welcome cup and belonging lens. Add one invented but plausible fact: a newcomer reports
being left out while the regular participants complete the ritual. The model returns the exact headline
“Welcome hypothesis challenged.” The initial invitation hypothesis cannot stand without revision for this
person.

REVISION, NOT MIND READING

The result does not say that participants intended cruelty. It says an easy general statement — “this
ritual makes everyone feel welcome” — is contradicted by the stipulated case. Another explanation
might involve confusion, logistics, unequal attention or deliberate boundary-setting. More evidence is
needed to separate them.

A SECOND ADVERSARIAL PROBE

Choose a practical substitute instead: a reminder sign achieves the same meeting preparation without
the cup. The model returns “Symbolic explanation not required.” This questions whether a special
symbolic mechanism is needed to account for the practical outcome. It does not prove the cup had no
symbolic meaning to anyone.

OBSERVATIONS WITH DIFFERENT IMPLICATIONS

A newcomer’s report bears on inclusion. An effective substitute bears on instrumentality. Both improve the
argument because they target a specific claim. Neither creates a universal conclusion about ritual as a whole.
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12 / GUIDED METHOD

The three-column field practice
A 10-minute experiment in better questions; do not collect private or
sensitive information.

STEP 1 / WRITE THE ACTION

Pick a low-stakes setting: an opening greeting, a recurring meal, or a common thank-you. Describe what
a neutral observer could see: timing, order, objects, participants and surrounding task. Avoid inferred
feelings. You can use an invented or publicly described example; you do not need to record anyone.

STEP 2 / BUILD TWO READINGS

Write one instrumental explanation — for example, the action might coordinate timing. Write a different
meaning-centred explanation — for example, it might mark recognition. Specify what each would predict
if the routine changed.

STEP 3 / ADD AN INCONVENIENT CASE

Introduce a person who declines, an unexpected participant, a missing resource or a workable
substitute. Which explanation survives, and which requires revision? Be fair: a single example can
challenge a universal claim without disproving every possible effect.

STEP 4 / REPORT RESPONSIBLY

Mark statements as OBSERVATION, INTERPRETATION, ILLUSTRATION or SOURCE-BASED EVIDENCE. If
you heard someone’s own account, do not assume it is representative of the entire group. Respect
consent and do not publish identifying details without permission.

GOOD OUTCOME

The goal is a clearer question, not a stronger certainty. A successful field note may end: “Two explanations
remain plausible; here is what I would need to distinguish them.”
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13 / PRINT AND USE

Worksheet / fill this in
Record one pattern, offer two readings, then try to contradict your
preferred account.

01 / WHAT REPEATS?

Describe only visible action, context, sequence.

02 / PRACTICAL EXPLANATION

What job might the action accomplish?

03 / SOCIAL MEANING EXPLANATION

What recognition or boundary might be signalled?

04 / A SERIOUS COUNTEREXAMPLE

What evidence could make your preferred explanation fail?

05 / REVISED CLAIM & NEXT QUESTION

What remains possible; what would you need to know?

Sahil Tayal  /  sahiltayal.com  /  CC BY 4.0 14



ORDINARY RITUALS / FIELD GUIDE PLATE 15 / 16

14 / SOLUTIONS AND HUMILITY

A worked answer and the limits
Example: the opening minute at a community meeting (fictional).

SAMPLE WORKSHEET RESPONSE

Observed: A volunteer group begins meetings with one minute of silence. Practical explanation: the
pause creates a predictable transition before decisions. Social interpretation: it may express shared
respect. Challenge: a new member prefers to opt out, or an ordinary verbal start cue coordinates equally
well. Revision: the pause may serve some participants as a valued sign while not being necessary for
timing.

WHAT THIS MODEL CANNOT PROVE

It cannot measure cohesion, culture, mental health, honesty or intention. It does not establish causal
effects. No inference is personalized to actual people. Our three invented scenes were written to reveal
interpretive ambiguity and cannot be treated as original fieldwork.

EVIDENCE LABELS TO CARRY FORWARD

DOCUMENTED EVIDENCE is a carefully described finding or publication record, linked to its actual
source. INTERPRETATION is a plausible explanation consistent with some information. ILLUSTRATIVE
MODEL is an invented scenario or rule showing how a concept works. FICTION is a constructed narrative,
not an empirical claim.

RETRACTION WATCH / A NECESSARY CORRECTION

The 2016 article “Don’t stop believing: Rituals improve performance by decreasing anxiety” was retracted in
2024 after concerns about data integrity. Do not cite the original as credible proof. See DOI
10.1016/j.obhdp.2024.104377.
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