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Part 1 [image: ] What Rituals Do







Preface Reenchanted


Before the sun rises, Flannery O’Connor begins her day with morning prayers and a thermos of coffee she shares with her mother. At 7:00 a.m., O’Connor attends daily Catholic mass. At the same time, Maya Angelou arrives not far from her house at a motel room, where she has asked to have all the art removed from the walls. Sometime midmorning, Victor Hugo strips naked and instructs his valet to hide Hugo’s clothes until he has met his daily writing goals. At exactly 3:30 p.m. (so exactly the whole town can set its clock by him), Immanuel Kant steps outside his door with his Spanish walking stick in hand for his afternoon walk. In the evening, Agatha Christie slips into a bathtub and eats an apple. And at the long day’s end, Charles Dickens pulls out the compass he always keeps with him to confirm that his bed is facing north, blows out the candle, and falls asleep.

The paragraph you just read—a composite day in the life of six world-famous writers—may look like a portrait of creative madness or, at the very least, eccentricity. But these famous authors are performing deeply meaningful actions, which they repeat over and over. Even though these actions might seem totally random to you, they felt deeply right to—and worked for—these writers. All of them were engaged in some form of ritualistic behavior.

You might be thinking that eccentric behavior is part of the job for creative people such as poets, novelists, and philosophers. But I could just as easily have picked any other category of high performers. Keith Richards has to have a piece of shepherd’s pie—always the first slice—right before he steps onstage with the Rolling Stones. Chris Martin wouldn’t leave his dressing room to go out with his band, Coldplay, until he had methodically picked up his toothbrush and toothpaste and given his teeth a quick but precise shine. Marie Curie—tragically—could only fall asleep if she had her tiny bottle of radium next to her bed. Barack Obama could only get through polling day by playing a carefully arranged game of basketball with certain friends.

Now, guess who the sources of these two preperformance rituals are:


I crack my knuckles and tap my fingers against certain areas of my body. Once these are completed, I take an inventory of my body from head to toe.

I close my eyes and imagine being with my dog. I list four things I see, list three things I smell, list two things I hear, and list one thing I feel.



Serena Williams? Tom Brady? Excellent guesses—and we’ll get to know some of Serena’s and Tom’s rituals later. But these are simply the preperformance rituals reported by two regular folks who completed surveys my colleagues and I conducted in our more than ten years of investigating the science of rituals.

My colleagues and I at Harvard and around the world—psychologists, economists, neuroscientists, and anthropologists—have had the privilege of investigating a genuinely astonishing array of individual and collective rituals with the goal of better understanding what rituals are; how they work; and how they help us rise to the challenges and realize the opportunities of everyday life. For more than a decade, we’ve surveyed tens of thousands of people all over the world, conducted experiments in our labs, and even used brain scans to explore the neural underpinnings of rituals.

This is a book about what we discovered. In realms personal and professional, private and public, and in encounters that cut across cultures and identities, rituals are emotional catalysts that energize, inspire, and elevate us. Our research will lay bare this logic of ritual by successively stripping away different elements of specific rituals to isolate and explore their impact. Among the questions we’ll take up are: What exactly are the differences between a ritual, a habit, and a compulsion? How do rituals emerge? And how do we ensure that our rituals work for us rather than against?

We will also explore why placing your socks in your drawer sideways, just so, like so many toppled snails, can spark joy; how families can turn dinners from drudgery to delightful; why brands such as Starbucks can benefit from encouraging their customers, “Take Comfort in Your Rituals”; the real reason open-plan offices don’t work; why traditional rain dances and those annoying and seemingly pointless team-building exercises managers make their employees perform really can work; and why rituals’ ability to generate a greater variety of emotions—a phenomenon I describe as emodiversity—is important for our psychological well-being in measurable ways.

For those of you who insist you don’t have rituals, you’ll come to see how they play key roles in the way you conduct business, relate to other people, mark milestones, and experience your daily life—down to what you eat and drink, and even how you brush your teeth.

Rituals often operate below our radar and enable us to savor the experiences of everyday life. We’ll see how rituals help us start the day off right and bring it to a peaceful close; how they foster strong relationships, in life and work; how they operate in war and peace; and how they offer us a transformation from automated to more animated ways of living.

I want to take you on a scientific journey to discover the rituals that make up the fabric of daily life. By the end of this book, I hope that you will feel empowered and equipped to create and adopt your own rituals as you try to get over, get through, and get better at the many challenges all of us encounter, and also to do more of the things that make life worth living.

The many ways in which ritual enhances and enchants our lives—what I have come to call the ritual effect—is the story of this book.






Chapter 1 What Are Rituals?



	Maeby: Do you guys know where I can get one of those gold necklaces with a “T” on it?


	Michael: That’s a cross.


	Maeby: Across from where?


	—Arrested Development




On Sundays when I was growing up, my Irish Catholic parents and I engaged in a full-throated battle as I valiantly tried—and failed—to explain why I shouldn’t have to go to St. Theresa’s for mass. It wasn’t what was said during the service that bothered me so much (“do unto others” always seemed like solid advice). It was the script: walk in, sit, stand, sign of the cross, sit, stand, walk, candles, eat, drink, kneel, sit, stand, shake hands, sit, stand, sing, walk out. The people in the pews around me, including some of the people I love and respect most in the world, found deep meaning in this sequence. But I felt like an automaton, literally going through the motions.

Those particular religious rituals didn’t work for me, but other rituals absolutely did. My preferred rituals, like most people’s, were selective. I didn’t love holy days but I loved holidays, especially the end-of-year run from Halloween to Thanksgiving to Christmas capped by New Year’s Eve. I’m sure you’re thinking shrewdly: candles, candy, doting relatives, relaxed bedtimes, presents. Of course eight-year-old you liked those rituals more. And there’s no discounting that candy and toys cast a certain spell.

But I also know that what I loved most—and what has stayed with me—is the particular way my family enacted the holidays. This included the scratchy sounds of Johnny Mathis’s Merry Christmas album emanating from my father’s record player (used just once a year for this purpose) and that we had three kinds of stuffing at Thanksgiving (even though I disliked all three). There were plenty of nonholiday rituals, too. For example, we sat at the same places at the dinner table for decades (I sat across from my mom, between my dad and one of my sisters). All hell broke loose if anyone ever dared to switch places. When my mother had had enough of any of us five kids, she would give us to the count of three to knock it off; but when she starting counting—“Once, twice…”—one of us would jump in to sing, “Three times a lady.” At the time, this made her even angrier. But decades later, she danced with my brother to this same song at his wedding. Now that she is gone, hearing that song brings her briefly back to me. These idiosyncratic behaviors somehow came to matter. As they were ritualized over time, they were among the things that made my family my family. They were us.


Welcome to a More Secular Age

Years later, it’s easy to see that my resistance to traditional religious rituals and church attendance yet my enthusiastic embrace of many secular rituals—in particular, my family’s idiosyncratic versions of them—tracks the broader cultural trends that define what the philosopher Charles Taylor has called our “secular age.”

In the United States, in 2022, for example, roughly three in ten adults now identify as having “no religion”—whereas in the 1990s close to 90 percent identified as Christian—and some estimates project that the number of Americans who identify as “religiously unaffiliated” will approach those who identify as Christian by the year 2070. A 2022 Gallup poll showed Americans’ trust in institutions such as the Supreme Court and organized religion to be at an all-time low. These numbers bear witness to a simple truth: the twentieth and twenty-first centuries have seen a widespread loss of faith in both the traditional authorities who once told us how to pattern our lives and the institutions that once held us to those patterns.

More than a century ago, the German lawyer and economist Max Weber developed a bold narrative that anticipated these trends. In 1897, after immersing himself in less than scintillating scholarship on topics such as the agrarian patterns of ancient Rome, Weber suffered a nervous breakdown and took to his bed. There, under the care of his wife, Marianne (who also was his second cousin), he started documenting what he described as the “disenchantment” of the modern world. He argued that technological systems and bureaucracy were the new organizing principles of society. Whereas once customs, religious obligations, and rituals dictated how we ordered our days and lives, society was now, Weber argued, under the reign of rationalized procedures and processes. Science and technology—and the institutions governed by them—would replace doctrines of faith, superstitions, and other forms of magical thinking. In what many consider to be his (unfinished) magnum opus, Economy and Society, Weber warned that a “polar night of icy darkness” was descending. Humankind, in his estimation, was entering a world stripped of light and warmth, meaning and magic. The result? A disenchanted world bereft of ritual.





The Great Reenchantment

In some ways, Weber was prophetic. The established, traditional rituals that he had in mind have declined in the past century. Yet our world is far from coldly rational or disenchanted. Belief in God remains pervasive among people around the world, including Americans—some 81 percent in 2022. Although one in six people worldwide report being religiously unaffiliated, many still engage in religious rituals. In China, for example, 44 percent of unaffiliated adults say they have worshipped at a graveside or tomb in the past year. Even belief in other supernatural beings, such as aliens, is on the rise.

When you start to consider ritual outside the realm of organized religion, it soon becomes clear that the late twentieth and early twenty-first century has produced countless secular or loosely spiritual rituals. Among the proliferation of new group affiliations that have quickly become ritualized are a wide variety of pilgrimages to the deserts of America—starting with Burning Man and now including the Coachella music festival and the Bombay Beach Biennale, an art commune held in the environmental wasteland of California’s Salton Sea. Yoga and fitness groups have created initiation rites such as Orangetheory’s “Hell Week”—replete with signature high fives for ensuring social cohesion—and SoulCycle’s candlelit rooms with sermon-like coaching and “soulful moments” throughout class. During the years of the COVID lockdown, Peloton became a leader in the world of fitness for answering the collective need to gather and move in synchrony with other humans. The at-home workout provided a virtual space for people of all shapes and sizes to gather and breathe within a simulacrum of a sweaty studio. All over the United States, one commonly sees people wearing internet-famous T-shirts that read GYM IS MY CHURCH.

Rituals are also providing more meaningful ways for people to step away from technology’s drive toward optimization and captured attention. Rituals delineate a sacred space to keep people connected to the present moment, while the practice of “I Am Here” days invites participants to meet up for time together without any digital devices. Journalist Anand Giridharadas, an originator of I Am Here days along with his wife, author Priya Parker, described these gatherings as a special time for “reveling in friendship and conversation of a kind that Facebook doesn’t do; being thickly in one place, not thinly everywhere.” This same desire for connection can also be seen in the group of teenagers gathering every Sunday at the same spot in Brooklyn’s Prospect Park. They place logs in a circle and set aside their flip phones to discuss analog books and share sketch pads. These are the members of the Luddite Club, and they have designed rituals to support and enhance one another’s efforts to move away from all social media platforms and live a pre-iPhone existence, if only for a few hours.

Consider, too, the rise of the Seattle Atheist Church, where atheists gather on Sundays to experience everything good about church—community, reflection, singing—just minus the God part. When the service is over, members of the church sit in a circle and pass around a “talking rabbit.” Anyone who has feelings and thoughts to share holds this totem while speaking to the group. Using such rituals, the church’s official mission is to offer the benefits of a religious community without the “cognitive dissonance” that belief in supernatural beings entails.

In all these examples rituals are alive, well, and flourishing. It’s just that they’ve assumed forms that fly in the face of traditional ideas about what rituals are—and for that reason, they are often dismissed as New Agey or millennial or indulgent or just plain odd. Also, clearly the word ritual retains an aura, an air of the sacred or magical, that the wellness industry has monetized to great effect. One can now hire “ritual mavens”—corporate ritual consultants—and engage with a myriad of online apps and platforms offering daily meditations, gratitude practices, affirmations, and bullet journaling—just to name a few. What do these new developments tell us about the place of rituals in the twenty-first century?




The Story of a Ritual Skeptic

I am often as dubious of these new secular rituals as I had been about the many traditional ones I had growing up. At first, I wasn’t especially curious about them, either. Despite these examples of secular rituals emerging in the culture, the idea of studying rituals was the furthest thing from my mind in the early days of my career as a behavioral scientist. I liked designing tightly controlled laboratory experiments, where I could strip down phenomena to their bare essentials, isolate key variables, and assess the effects of those variables on some outcome measure. My focus was on topics such as quantifying the precise effect of spending our money in different ways (for example, on ourselves versus others) on our happiness, varying the type of information conveyed by political “spin doctors” to assess the impact on our perceptions of politicians, and demonstrating which specific brain regions undergird the ubiquitous tendency for our minds to wander.

The challenges of measuring ritual’s effects in a laboratory struck me (and many of my fellow colleagues in the behavioral sciences) as daunting, at best. The kinds of practices that came to mind when I thought of “rituals” were richly detailed, highly elaborate, tailored to specific cultures, often with centuries of embedded meaning, and therefore felt impossible to reduce to the same scientific method. How do you strip away culture and history from practices such as these? Would anything be left to study?

Even in my earliest explorations of how rituals work and why, I still identified as a ritual skeptic. What does it mean to be a ritual skeptic? Perhaps you already know. Many of us have friends or family members who scaffold their days—their whole lives maybe—with rituals. Like Flannery O’Connor, they might start their day at a precise time, in a specific way, and carry on like this all day until, like Charles Dickens, they end their day in another precise, specific way. But not me. I woke up at different times, ate at different times, took breaks at different times, went to bed at different times—there was nothing at all ritualistic in how I went about my life. Or so I thought.

Until the day something happened. I shouldn’t say something—someone. My daughter. After she arrived, I instantly and unthinkingly transformed into a shamanic madman. Going to bed—a goal that had once involved a handful of dull but functional actions such as flossing and plugging my phone in—became over time a roughly seventeen-step ritual enacted with one goal: to get my child to go to sleep. There were key players: me, my wife, piggy, brown bunny, and (especially) gray bunny. There were key songs: a song my wife used to sing at Camp Wewa, the Buddy Holly song “Everyday” (known to my daughter as the “roller-coaster song”), the James Taylor song “Sweet Baby James” (the “cowboy song”). There were sacred texts: Goodnight Moon; The Very Hungry Caterpillar; Oh, the Thinks You Can Think! There were key actions: carrying her up to bed slowly so she could say good night to the stairs and ask them if they needed anything before bed, then repeating a quiet shhh until she fell asleep. (I was so convinced that my way of saying shhh was the most soothing in the world that I recorded it and looped it so that we always had ten minutes of me ready to go.)

I believed that I was performing these steps month after month, each and every night, because my daughter needed them. As with any ritual, I rigidly adhered to the precise order of actions and repeated them. Anything less and I was convinced she would be up all night. And, as with most rituals, my actions had some randomness—why two bunnies but only one pig? Why not Oh, the Places You’ll Go!? Why the stairs and not the kitchen appliances? We didn’t know but still we rarely strayed from each of the steps. The stakes were too high. The overriding feeling was that if we tried to vary it or—in desperation to get to sleep—to streamline it, the entire endeavor might fall flat. An abbreviation or variation might not conjure up the necessary drowsy comfort—and then we would have to start again.

Over time, I began to look at this nightly performance with a more analytical eye. What was I doing? The ritual was not just for my daughter; it was for me, too. I had been enacting this series of rigidly precise steps with the belief that they could and would do something. After night upon night of enacting the ritual, we had come to believe in its power to transition us from evening into night and to summon sleep. Somehow, without ever consciously deciding to do so, I had shifted from a solid ritual skeptic to a true ritual believer.

The moment I recognized this shift I started to wonder: Were all of the people I passed by on the street on an average day also relying on made-up rituals? And were they working? If so, why and how? Beyond ritualized group identities to fitness groups such as Peloton and Orangetheory, far from people seeking out collective effervescence at Burning Man, were other self-professed skeptics like me actually living everyday lives rich with the unacknowledged power of ritual?

My daughter’s bedtime requirements confronted me with the startling possibility that almost everything I had believed about rituals was at best misinformed and at worst dead wrong. Yes—rituals are certainly religious traditions and ceremonies that get passed down from one generation to the next. But they are also idiosyncratic behaviors that can emerge spontaneously. I was living proof that seemingly any set of behaviors can become a ritual. The catalyst of all rituals is the need; tradition and ancestry are not required.

The new parent in me had reached for ritual instinctively to soothe to sleep the youngest human in my life—but to soothe my own anxiety, too. I’d started a few investigations into rituals, but now the scientist in me needed better answers about what was happening underneath the hood. If people can come up with their own rituals, on the spot, and yet still have their experiences and emotions shaped by them, what exactly are rituals and how do they work? These questions cracked a curiosity in me wide open; I was now determined to find out.




Where Rituals Come From

Aside from my childhood experience of religious ritual, much of what I knew about rituals came from research in anthropology and other descriptive fields in the social sciences. The idea behind anthropology’s ethnographic methods has been to set forth and observe what the humans are doing, then try to figure out why they are doing it. Much of this now canonical body of scholarship was produced by Western scholars studying non-Western cultures, and most of it focused on one vein of rituals—time-tested rites received as tradition. These are the rigid, communal practices that most readily spring to mind upon hearing the word ritual. They are what I refer to as legacy rituals.

None of this body of research, although certainly fascinating, brought me any closer to understanding my experience with my daughter’s bedtime. No ancestors passed knowledge of stuffies down to me; Buddy Holly is not mentioned in any ancient texts. Ritual, I was coming to understand, could be an individually designed experience.

Once I shifted my tacit assumptions about rituals—to include not only inviolable traditional rites but practices constructed spontaneously by individuals—I started recognizing them all around me. Just as I had done in trying to create calm at my daughter’s bedtime, individuals and groups often grab for the props, pageantry, and stagecraft available to them in the moment. Sometimes they adapt aspects of a legacy ritual they inherited, other times they come up with a new ritual, and often they do both at the same time.

In the conventional understanding of rituals, such things don’t just happen out of the blue. The ritual is the ritual: you sit up, stand, and kneel when you are told to sit up, stand, and kneel. You eat the food you are told to eat because that is what your people have always done and that is what they will do ad infinitum. In my experience with my daughter, I saw glimmers of a completely different way to think about rituals. People across time have been innovating their rituals to meet the moment with whatever resources and materials they have on hand. Maybe the legacy ritual passed down from generation to generation didn’t work for everyone, like the rituals I practiced as a child in church. Or, in some cases, maybe what was needed just didn’t exist yet, sometimes because the world had presented the humans with an entirely new problem—such as a twenty-first-century pandemic.

This approach to the science of rituals—the idea that an individual might at some point say, “I’m doing this differently”—put me squarely in the domain of behavioral economics, or the science of how individuals go about making decisions. My PhD was in social psychology, and I did my postdoctoral work in behavioral economics at the Sloan School of Management at MIT. When I first arrived there, fresh from defending my dissertation, I discovered an intellectual Shangri-la, a world filled with curious and generous people who were asking all sorts of unexpected, quirky questions about how people make decisions. From within this spirit of intellectual freedom I was first exposed to a possible way forward for measuring the effects of rituals.

The prevailing assumption about rituals had been that they were inextricably linked with groups and culture and that made them impossible to study with the empirical methods of science. You can’t just randomly assign some lab participants to one culture and others to a different culture. (“Okay, everyone in this group is now Ghanaian, and everyone in that group is now Brazilian.”) By approaching rituals at the level of individual decision-making, however, I was suddenly free to examine ritual’s utility using behavioral economics’ yardstick of “Foolish or wise?” If your goal is to feel differently, is this ritual a foolish or wise use of your time? What if your goal is to feel more connected with your loved ones, or to achieve awe and transcendence? Do rituals make good sense given what you are trying to achieve? Using this straightforward approach—simply asking people about their goals and then measuring rituals’ success in helping them to achieve those goals—I started to see a way forward, a trail of bread crumbs leading me toward a different way to measure the effects of rituals.

As I immersed myself in the logic of behavioral economics, I encountered another key influence on my thinking. When I first arrived at MIT, I was given office space in MIT’s Media Lab. This lab was, and continues to be, a storied maker space for technologists, artists, dreamers, and inventors. It’s a place where making something—whether it is a piece of technology, a human experience, or a system—takes precedence over studying it or writing a paper on it. The spirit of the lab has always been about designing in real space and with real materials: an ethos of “demo or die.” For the first time in my academic career, I started thinking about social science not only as an effort to understand humans in their natural environments, but as a process of actively designing and changing those environments. This—I was starting to see—might be an alternative way of thinking about rituals. In the twenty-first century, people are designing ritualized experiences from whatever is on offer—Johnny Mathis and Dr. Seuss, apples and shepherd’s pie, for example—within their environments.

However, not until I landed in my current position as a professor at Harvard Business School did I begin to seriously consider investigating the effects of ritual. While I was contemplating possible new conceptions for our experience of rituals, I discovered the work of contemporary University of California–Berkeley sociologist Ann Swidler. In her book Talk of Love, comprising eighty-eight interviews with men and women married, single, and divorced in Northern California in the 1980s, Swidler analyzed how people created impromptu rituals to express love and commitment—drawing from sources as varied as organized religion, New Age ideologies, the lyrics of pop songs, and Hollywood movie tropes.

This more informal, improvisational approach to rituals—utilizing ritual’s uniquely efficient ability to generate different emotional states—felt of a piece with the tinkerer and maker spirit of the Media Lab. More than anything else, it felt true to my experience of the way rituals can simply emerge, seemingly ex nihilo. My efforts to craft rituals felt like bricolage—I used what was available (stuffed animals and stairs). Swidler’s groundbreaking theory of how humans make use of the world around them gave me a framework for better understanding how rituals could somehow include ancient traditions but also brand-new behaviors. She called it “culture in action.”




Culture in Action—Adding to Your Ritual Repertoire

In Swidler’s analysis, rituals—even the most timeworn and traditional—are among the array of resources available in a person’s “cultural tool kit.” People cobble together responses and actions from their cultural repertoire, picking and choosing in any number of ways. Take, for example, the ritual of a formal wedding with a tuxedo, a white dress replete with tulle, and traditional vows. For some of Swidler’s respondents, acting out these steps of a formal ritual of marriage felt just right. It inspired the emotions—love, commitment, joy—appropriate for the moment. Yet for others who participated in a formal wedding, that traditional ritual was uncomfortable—fake or pretentious or both. It detracted from their ability to experience the full range of feelings the occasion deserved. Swidler’s point was that these varied responses are an accurate reflection of how culture works in action. Instead of forfeiting our individual agency in dutiful obedience to the greater collective of a monolithic “culture,” we navigate our cultural tool kits dynamically and tactically from inside, going through the same motions sometimes with heartfelt fervor and at other times with boredom, ambivalence, or even outright irony and rebellion, like the musician Kurt Cobain, who insisted on wearing plaid pajamas to his wedding on a Hawaiian beach.

The culture in action framework revealed a way forward for my investigation of ritual. Unlike ethnographers and anthropologists of the past, I was less interested in cataloging established rituals centered on large, communal, and often religious events. I wanted to know how people use and experience rituals in their day-to-day lives. If so many of our most treasured rituals are personal—individual and idiosyncratic—what then is the hallmark of a ritual? How do we distinguish a ritual from all the other routines and tasks we perform throughout the day? And are rituals foolish or wise? Can they really improve our lives?

I learned that the best way to answer what ritual is is by investigating what ritual is not: a ritual is not a habit.





Habit versus Ritual—One Automates, the Other Animates

One of my earliest insights into the difference between ritual and habit occurred at the dentist. In a conversation with me about his theory of brushing habits—I did my best to respond by mumbling answers through his fingers—my dentist told me that one quick look inside someone’s mouth was enough for him to discern that person’s brushing patterns. Many people start with gusto, so those first teeth have less plaque, but then they lose steam—so, more plaque. As I began reconstructing my own brushing—Am I one of those people who starts strong and then flags? Do I start on the left or the right? On my front teeth or back?—I also began to consider a host of other everyday practices, from dressing to dishwashing; commuting to computing, including this one, which I have now posed to audiences around the world:


	
QUESTION: When you get up in the morning (or get ready for bed), do you:




	
A: Brush your teeth and then take a shower?

	
B: Take a shower and then brush your teeth?



I pose this question in all my speaking engagements in front of a large audience. From Germany to Brazil to Norway, Singapore to Spain to Canada, from Cambridge, Massachusetts, to Cambridge, England, and even in a room full of behavioral economists (including two Nobel Prize recipients, Daniel Kahneman and Richard Thaler), I’m always amazed to find that the split is almost always close to fifty-fifty. There seems to be zero consensus on how to sequence these two important activities “right.” (Note that a small percentage of people report brushing while in the shower, but it’s clear that these minty-footed people are deeply troubled.)

Then I ask my audience to imagine completing those two tasks in reverse order. If you’re a shower-then-brush person, imagine starting with brushing. If you’re a brush-then-shower person, imagine starting with a shower.


	
QUESTION: How does that reversal make you feel?




	
A: I didn’t care.

	
B: I felt weird but I have no idea why.



If you answered (a), then completing these tasks is closer to a morning routine. You need to shower and you need to brush but the order in which you complete these two tasks doesn’t matter to you. They are things you do regularly for the specific purpose of getting them done. But if you answered (b), if you had even the slightest twinge that the reverse order was wrong, even though you can’t begin to explain why, then this sequence of actions has become, for you, closer to a ritual. Your morning routine is more than an automated habit that will reward you with cleanliness and good health. It is a ritual that has emotional and psychological resonance in addition to practical rewards. It matters to you not only that you do these tasks (brush your teeth and shower), but how you do them—specifically, in this case, in which order.

So what makes a ritual a ritual and not a habit?





The Essence of Habit Is the “What”

Habit is the what. It’s something we do: brush our teeth, go to the gym, consume leafy dark green vegetables, face email, pay bills, go to sleep at a sensible hour (or not). When we succeed in replacing a bad habit with a good one, we want that good habit to become automatic. We effortlessly, even mindlessly, perform routines that take us from point A to point B. We avoid filling our workday lulls with double-chocolate-chip cookies, minimize social media use and instead exercise for thirty minutes first thing every morning, and tidy up—and, as a result, we meet important goals (lose weight, focus, fend off domestic chaos).




The Essence of Ritual Is the “How”

A ritual is not just the action but the particular way we enact it—the how. It matters to us not simply that we complete the action but the specific way that we complete it. Rituals are also deeply and inherently emotional. Unlike most habits, rituals provoke feelings, both good and bad. For example, when people perform their morning ritual correctly, they report feeling as if they “started the morning off right” and are “ready to tackle the day.” When those otherwise inconspicuous morning rituals are disrupted—say, you’re out of your favorite toothpaste or cereal and have to use your partner’s brand or a guest has claimed the shower first, hogging your hot water, people report feeling “off” all day. Brain-imaging research by my colleagues and me shows that our rituals feel so right to us that observing other people perform rituals differently from the way we do activates regions of the brain associated with punishment.

In teasing out the differences between ritual and habit, there is no distinct set of behaviors that belongs solely to rituals and another distinct set that belongs to habits. Instead, it’s the emotion and meaning we bring to the behaviors. Two people could be doing the exact same thing, something as ordinary as making coffee. For one person, it’s about the end goal—getting caffeinated by the quickest means available. The what. For the other, it’s about the how. Coarse grind, never medium or fine. Or French press, always and only. For one, it’s an automated habit. For the other, it’s a meaningful ritual.

The science of behavior change can help shed light on the difference between the what of habit and the how of ritual. In the 1930s, the self-styled “radical behaviorist” psychologist B. F. Skinner first identified the three-stage sequence of “stimulus, response, and reward” as crucial in a system of shaping behavior he called operant conditioning. We all learn through positive and negative reinforcement from our environment. When we get a reward that satisfies us—we go for a run, say, and we experience a rush of endorphins afterward—our behavior is positively reinforced. We then repeat that behavior in anticipation of receiving the reward again. When we continue to get rewarded yet again in the form of more running highs, we come to crave the experience.

In The Power of Habit, Charles Duhigg identified this craving as the driving force behind the habit loop. Good habits are frustratingly hard to maintain until we get in the habit loop, at which point they become automated—meaning, effortless and mindless. Think of habits as well-worn solutions to the challenges and temptations we encounter every day: our friends’ texts are interfering with our ability to focus on work, the smell of a fresh croissant is tempting us to consider a second breakfast, or a hard day is making the siren song of binge-watching TV at night irresistible. If our habits are aligned with the rewards of fitness, productivity, and wellness, we no longer need to pay attention to any of these environmental cues. Like a trusty algorithm—if this, then that—our brain reroutes us into familiar action. If the phone pings during work hours, then we put it on silent. If the smell of fresh bread wafting from the local bakery is making us hungry, then we hurry over to the other side of the street, away from that mouthwatering scent. Habits such as these are immensely helpful. In the field of behavioral economics, the interventions now famously known as nudges shape our behavior through a similar feat of engineering. Nudges scaffold good habits by designing “choice environments” to ensure our behavior aligns with our long-term goals—automatic withdrawals into your 401(k) plan, for example, or designing smaller plates and bowls to reduce how much we eat.

Much is gained by this hard-won automation. We don’t have the time to agonize over every decision that confronts us in an average day. But I’ve increasingly found myself thinking about what might be lost as well. Is an algorithmic response of “if this, then that” the best way of finding happiness or meaning or love? Is it always a mistake to fail to execute on your good habits, or is the experience of savoring a decadent dessert simply a different kind of success? As useful as habits may be for optimizing certain aspects of our lives, they have inherent limitations that position us firmly in the mechanistic realm of cues, routines, and rewards. The title of Tom Ellison’s satirical take on wellness in McSweeney’s says it all: “I’ve Optimized My Health to Make My Life as Long and Unpleasant as Possible.” Our fixation on optimal efficiency keeps us from seeing how the idiosyncratic behaviors that make up so many rituals can be an important part of what makes life worth living. It’s akin to switching from black and white to Technicolor. Good habits automate us, helping us get things done. Rituals animate us, enhancing and enchanting our lives with something more.





Rituals as Emotion Generators

The intrinsically emotional nature of rituals gives them their animating power. Psychologists Ethan Kross and Aaron Weidman suggest that emotions are tools we use for specific needs and tasks: feeling sad might lead us to put on a favorite sitcom rerun to summon up happiness. Feeling lonely might make us seek out a hug to summon connection. But there are limits to our ability to use emotions as tools: we can’t always just summon them at will. When we’re sad or depressed, we can’t just command ourselves to be happy. When we’re stressed, it rarely works to admonish ourselves to calm down. We often need to act, to do something (to go see a movie or step outside for a walk or put on our favorite music) to change or amplify how we’re feeling. Which is where rituals come in. Think of them as emotion generators. Once a particular set of movements becomes linked to a particular emotion, that set of actions, that ritual, is then available to summon the relevant emotion—not unlike a catalyst in the kitchen such as a sourdough bread starter.

A day filled with good habits can make us feel productive and proud. But habit is limited in its ability to deliver on life’s most expansive range of emotional experiences. That range matters—more than I would ever have imagined. In research led by my colleague Jordi Quoidbach, we showed that the diversity of our emotional experiences—what we termed emodiversity—is associated with measurable benefits in our well-being. Emodiversity is akin to biodiversity, the term used to describe how the health of a physical ecosystem depends on the relative abundance and variety of species it features; an ecosystem that has too many hunters and not enough prey, for example, is not sustainable because it cannot dynamically manage its equilibrium.

Imagine that I asked you to list all the emotions you experienced in a day, both positive (such as joy or pride) and negative (such as anger or disgust), and that I also asked you to tell me how happy you were overall on that day. Our results show that the diversity of our different shades of emotions—contentment, amusement, elation, awe, and gratitude, but also sadness, fear, and anxiety—adds up to richer emotional lives and links to our overall well-being. It seems obvious that it is better to have three moments of joy in a day versus two moments of joy and one moment of anxiety. And it’s true that positive emotions such as joy and contentment are indicators of the good life. But a set of studies of more than thirty-seven thousand people led us to a different and less intuitive insight. Drawing from the same research methods used to quantify the biodiversity of ecosystems, we showed that the variety and relative abundance of emotions we experience—not just the predominance of positive emotions—predicts our well-being.

Our findings on the benefits of emodiversity stand in stark contrast to many of contemporary culture’s assumptions about the role of habit in organizing our lives. Yes, habits can be leveraged to bring us closer to our stated goals—more muscle, no more late-night binge-watching, less plaque—but they may be less helpful when it comes to channeling a range of feelings. What our emodiversity research reveals is that we may not be giving nearly enough focus to all the different aspects—the range—of our emotional repertoire. A painting analogy illustrates the point. Using only primary colors (red, blue, yellow) can produce brilliant artwork—Picasso famously did a lot with blue. But humans can also perceive countless different, subtle shades, using the full spectrum of color. Habits are the reds, yellows, and blues; rituals bring us the vibrant red-orange of coquelicot, or the deep darkness of Vantablack, which absorbs close to 100 percent of visible light.

Researchers who study emotion have increasingly accepted that our emotional range extends beyond the seven basic emotions—anger, surprise, disgust, enjoyment, fear, sadness, and, most recently, contempt—that Paul Ekman, a leading expert in the field, identified in the 1960s. But there is no consensus about the total number. Today some emotion researchers believe there are twenty-seven or twenty-eight emotions. Others identify as many as one hundred fifty.

Whether they are an invitation to have a good cry, a chance to channel anger, or a connection to awe and wonder, I see rituals as one of humanity’s most efficient tools for summoning the widest possible range of our emotional repertoire. Ritual offers the possibility of transforming activities as ordinary as morning hygiene, household chores, or daily exercise from automated to animated experiences—conjuring up delight or wonder or peace.

But could the tools of behavioral science be used to test how rituals function in our everyday lives? Operating within the frame of behavioral economics, and imbued with the maker spirit of the Media Lab, I decided it was time to dive in. I began to design ways to measure the role of ritual in the world and to document its effects—both in the lab and outside it.

The first step was to determine how to assess the effects of ritual, to measure ritual’s influence on the subjective experience of our lives. In my academic career, I have utilized a number of different methods, but I’ve found that one of the best ways to study subjective experiences is the simplest: just ask people. I first started to do this when I was conducting my earlier research on happiness. I asked people, “How happy are you…?”—with the money they spent, with the origami frog they folded, and even with their lives overall.





Rituals and DIY Rituals

Following the same logic as above, my scientific investigations of different rituals often start by simply asking people whether they have any, and, if so, how they feel about them. Over the years, my research team and I have surveyed thousands of Americans across the country, young and old, religious and not. We’ve asked people if they rely on rituals in particular domains or times of life, from spending time with romantic partners to celebrating holidays with their families, from dealing with coworkers to trying to leave work stress behind at the end of the day.

Many of the rituals that people report are legacy rituals from cultural, familial, or religious traditions. These inherited rituals have the weight of ancestry or religion behind them. These practices reach through time and space to connect the individual with the collective: by performing these acts, “one” can be fused with “all,” all who sang these same songs, held hands in these same ways, lit these same candles, and walked in this exact same pattern of steps. Legacy rituals have a powerful hold on our imagination because so many of them—whether it’s dancing in the streets of Delhi on Diwali, celebrating the Day of the Dead with an offering of incense and sweet cakes and cookies, or eating matzo in the ceremonial Passover seder—create social cohesion through a dense layering of sensory experiences scaffolded by special clothes, lights, music, dance, and food.

But what we see time and time again is that people weren’t always practicing inviolable, timeworn legacy rituals—they were crafting their own, in full or at least in part. The same way my wife and I had simply improvised my daughter’s rigorous bedtime ritual as we went along. I refer to these idiosyncratic and novel practices as DIY rituals.

There were intimate-relationship rituals that bound couples together: When we kiss, we do it in 3s. Not sure why this started, but after 22 years, it feels really weird if it is not in 3s. Mourning rituals that were as unique as they were poignant: I washed a loved one’s car once a week, just as they had done while alive. Rituals to prepare for performance: I take several deep breaths, and I “shake” my body to remove any negative energy. Rituals to close out the day: When showering after work, I must imagine the entire hospital turning into liquid and circling down the drain.

Our surveys on the ritual lives of everyday Americans confirmed just how pervasive rituals are, and also how idiosyncratic and emotionally rich they can be. Contrary to prevailing assumptions, my own included, rituals aren’t just or even primarily sets of instructions or scripts we passively receive. They are practices that we adapt and create, picking and choosing from the vast repertoire of resources that make up our cultural tool kits.




Deciding Who You Are—Establishing Your Ritual Signature

In addition to their role as emotion generators, many of these DIY rituals accrue meaning by connecting us with the active process social scientists call identity work. These rituals are personal; creating them inspires a sense of ownership, of having imbued them with and used them to express a sense of self that is unique. Our specific ways of doing things, even the smallest, most mundane things—our how—is what I’ve termed our ritual signature. I might have a habit of going for a run every day, but my shoe-tying rituals make me embrace my identity as a runner. My partner and I might have a habit of eating dinner at the same time, but using a set of plates we made together in a pottery class makes us a couple. My parents and siblings might have a habit of celebrating every Christmas together, but that ritual of Johnny Mathis on the record player is what makes us a family. In short, the how of ritual—our unique ritual signature—is part of the why of life.

As my research developed, I discovered just how important these links to our identities and our sense of ownership over our rituals really are.
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