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Dissimulation and simulation as forms of religious reflexivity

Michael Houseman
Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes (EPHE), Paris

(Social Anthropology 10 (1): 77-89, 2002)

Abstract This paper discusses conventional illusory enactspelargely recognised as such by those who
undertake them, drawn from two Central African nial8ation rites : the novicésiramatic execution on the one
hand, and the purportedly painless sacrifice of rih@l’s emblematic animal on the other. In doing so, it
attempts to elucidate two related forms of religiogflexivity : ritual “dissimulation”, centred around the
manipulation of persons, and ritu&imulation”, founded upon the manipulation of non-persons (animals,
objects, spells, images, and so forth). The actmsimitment to such performances as necessary gmd@ate
ones is related, in the first case, to the inteedelent relationship that is set up between theepéions different
categories of participants have of the event threyjaintly involved in, and in the second casethte way the
mediating qualities of non-persons serve to emkedparticipantsactions within auto-referential circuits in
which relations of causality and representationveoge.

This paper deals with ritual simulation within the context ofiatign rites. This
inevitably involves trying to show that ritual secrecy is moren thanatter of some people
pulling the wool over other peoplasyes. Although I will address this issue, my main concern
is not with ritual secrecy as such, but with the emergent prepedt ritual simulation
generally. | am particularly interested in exploring how th@uese to conventional illusory
enactments, largely recognised as such by those who undertake thepromde the basis
for the participantscommitment to the ritual actions they are involved in.

Two examples will be discussed. Both are drawn from Centrataifiinitiation rites
and both have to do with killing. The first, found in many male initiati@mesicerns the
initiatory execution of the novices: while being observed from afathiey women and
children, the initiators stage an elaborate performance in whichatfiees are shown to be
put to death. The second example, less wide-spread, concerns the divsaatnfige,
undertaken by the initiators and in their presence alone, of theiamtiate’s emblematic
animal. In the present case, a goat is either slowly cut up medibered by hand when still
alive without making a sound;’stsilence indicates that the initiation has been successfully
accomplished. One thing these killings have in common is that they hiaih & degree of
acknowledgement or consent on the part of those involved. This, however, brings out
important difference between them. In the first case, the nduegth is, of course, a sham,
whereas the consent manifested by both the novaedsthe women’s active participation is
real. In the second case, the reverse holds true: the goat ikilledybut its silent consent,
and more significantly, the initiatdrendorsement of this consent, is a ruse brought about by
special herbs previously added to the anisnfabd.

The question | wish to explore is the following: in what ways dibes overtly
recognised make-believe quality of these episodes structure andh dhsteparticipants
conviction that the ritual realities these practices portraye#ective? In other words, how do
such performances give rise to new, authoritative, eminently triabiaimeanings, held by
the participants to be inherent in the simulated actions themselves?

I will try to show that the illusory character of performansesh as these does not so
much mask their counterfeit nature as it provides the reflexive ttmmglithat underlie the
participants commitment to them. Paradoxically enough, the apparent spuriousness of such



events upholds rather than belies their significance. From anaxtéetached standpoint
(such as that of the anthropologist), those who undertake these actia@mnfronted with a
conceptual dilemma: are the novitetath and the goat’s silence, at once supposedly
efficacious yet apparently factitiou$rue” or “false”? However, and this is a crucial point,
such persons are not neutral observers but active participantsndeed the very form of
their involvement in such episodeshe perceptual constraints and conceptual assumptions
this involvement imposes upon themthat allows them to appreciate these events as the
meaningful mysteries that they are. Specifically, by being nesare of the artificial
character of the nonetheless mandatory actions they undertake ppatticare induced to
envisage their actions and themselves from a point of view othethtbiarown, and it is the
systemic interplay between their own and this other, hypotheticgpgaive that provides the
basis for presumed meaningfulness of the events concerned. In the nhexécesion, an
example of what I will call rituatdissimulation”, this further point of view is implied, for the
novices and for the uninitiated women, by the interaction that takes Iptdeween these two
parties; in the goat silent demise, an instance of what I will call ritual “simulation”, it is
implied, for the initiators, by the connection this sacrifice eistiabs between their behaviour
as initiators and their own initiation.

Following an analysis of the novicesxecution and of the goat’s divinatory sacrifice,
the relationship between the two forms of ritual reflexivity invdiva these episodes
“dissimulation” on the one hand;simulation” on the other — will be briefly examined.

The novices' execution: a case of ritual dissimulation

The labi initiation of the Gbaya Kara of the Central African Republitl@V1976) is a
three-year long ritual that, for a given village, takes placeyeseven to eight years. It is
undergone by all males between the ages of twelve and seventaa, re¢ations before
initiation being strictly prohibited. The novices (also calletl) are removed from their
homes to a first camp located in the bush at least a kilome#e feom the village. After an
initial period during which they learn to dance and to speak the speitialory language
(labi), the novices spend almost two years in seclusion. While their hadiivgies provide
most of the villag®s meat and fish, the novices are forbidden from seeing women or from
being seen by them. The young men are then moved to a second camp, apeso20ta
metres from the village, where they spend an additional year. Dimsdatter period the
novices work in the village fields and have progressively more centattt the uninitiated.
Women increasingly participate not only as spectators during the @ahditions that take
place at the second camp, but also, following the initiatorgructions, as full-fledged
protagonists. In one episode, for example, women who are not the naviaésrs pour
seemingly endless amounts of water on the young men who, covered avigls,lée prone
and silent on the ground in the cold of dawn. During the tiiualal event, “washing the
labi”, the novices, after having secretly killed a goat in a nearby stream, enter the village in
procession; they are violently seized by the women who install thefront of their
respective natal houses where they receive gifts from the ciidwednovices first obligation
following their initiation is to build houses of their own.

The episode of the noviceSdeath”, called “killing the labi” takes place towards the
beginning of the ritual, right before they are brought to the fast Here is an abbreviated
account:

LIt should clear that th&eflexivity” involved here- the recognition of anothrperception of oneself — is very
different from the contemplativé&eflection” upon cultural values associated with liminality (Turner 1967) or the
“public reflexivity” or collective stocktaking afforded by social dramas (Turner 1989).



The day before the novices are to be put to death, there is péatgealuring
which adulterous promiscuity, particularly on the part of the womeno)asated. The
novices retire early, not to their mothehut as they have done until now, but to an
unused house belonging to the ritsalrganiser. They spend a sleepless night there in
apprehension (they are told that the next day they will die) wbikkside, the
festivities continue. At dawn, they dress up in sumptuous clothes offgnedmbers
of the audience, notably their female kin, and begin to dance. The nienteegm
lightly on the back with small sticks, an action which enragesvttraen who begin
insulting the men, calling out mournfully for their sons. The novicesruge their
dance and eat a last meal served by their mothers. When theyerdanging their
mothers and sisters cry abundantly.

Around noon, the women and children are chased from the village. The
organiser of the initiation gives the novices advice about their cofdeagh”: he tells
them that when thekiller” appears, they should behave like corpses, that they must
not be afraid and, above all, that they must not struggle, for ifdbelyey run the risk
of really dying. The women return and the novices begin dancing agagimgsialong
with the women:“Oh father, are you tricking me?”. All of a sudden, the men throw
ashes in the boysyes and bundle them off into the bush, running as fast as possible
and brutally dragging the novices along. The women scream and waiyaadollow
the men.

After about a kilometre of running, the men and the novices arriveta¢am
which has been dammed up to form a large pool. The novices are undredsed a
thrown into the water. They are dragged over to the dam whereirthigtory god-
fathers hold them between their legs such that they are lyingearbacks half in the
water. The boys stop struggling and appear to be unconscious, theirireaashack
with their mouths half in the water and their eyes rolled up. Theyavered with
skins and branches so that only their heads are visible from titmaeéoSome men
stand in the pool along its sides and, while singing, begin to beatatke with leafy
branches, causing waves which sometimes cover the noluiggs. Most of the men
are gathered around the pool and in this way more or less hide the fsma the
women stationed several dozen metres away.

After a short time, thékiller” appears from behind a hidden blind in the pool
and begins dancing towards the novices. He wears a wide-brimmduhhhtdes his
face; only his arms, holding a bunch of spears, is visible. As soon @spbars, the
women begin to scream anew. The killer approaches the novices and winitiall
spear-point touches each of their bellies that protrudes out of tee Whe hides and
branches covering the novices are taken away, and the killer retusngme holding
a long spear aloft. He plunges this spear into the water such apaiears to enter the
body of the youngest boy. He moves on to the next boy, and the next, leaspgdris
planted in the body of the final novice (the spear is held under watéehbyovicés
god-father). The men move aside so that the women can see dearlyomen begin
to scream even louder, insulting the killer and moving to attack himesfends with
a condescending smirk and removes his spear from the body of the laghbayen
then chase the protesting women away.

The singing stops and, in silence, the novices are dragged from tee wa
Wrapped in hides and leaves and heaved onto th& siemlders, they are carried off
across the savannah towards the initiation camp. Part way thereoonaé the
womeris sight, these packages are violently thrown to the ground and the exhausted



and shocked novices emerge to be led towards the camp where thepemi two
years in seclusion.

Many aspects of this episode deserve commentary. One is the orbgokagnd-forth
movement of the novices between the women and the men : the novitessierred from
their mothets hut to a house belonging to the ritual's organiser; the next day, they dance in
prestigious clothes provided mainly by their female kin and are trariupy struck with
small sticks by the men; they are then given a last medidiyrothers, and following that,
are let in on an initial secret by their initiators. The amlemthature of the noviceposition
is clearly attested by the song they sing right before tha&icugion: “Oh father, are you
tricking me?. Another striking aspect is the peculiar and often ironical mixing of different
emotional expressions that accompanies these acts: the mathard provocativeness on
the dance grounds outside, coupled with the novieas and anxiety inside the organiser’s
house; the mothergride at the novices dancing and the initiators’ mocking attitude towards
their inept movements; and finally, the ambiguous way the noviceseated, both by the
men, who are alternatively protective and abusive of them, and by thenyavho wail
mournfully but neglect to warn the boys that ashes are about to benthmrdheir eyes and
that they will be dragged off to the bush. These and other feater&s lae appreciated within
the framework of the complex relationship of secrecy acted out in the course ofghideepi

The illusory character of the novicesoming execution is revealed to them by the
organiser of the ritual. The women are chased away beforehand, such that both the women and
the novices are made aware of the fact that a secret &esteen the initiators and the
novices from which the women are excluded. The novices (and the isitiaterpresumed to
know something that the women do not. However, the revelation made to thesnisuicore
intimidating than it is informative. They are not told exactly twvdl happen to them, but
only that they must act as dead and that if they struggle ist, rdgen they may indeed die.
Under threat, they blindly submit to the initiatorsrutal and disorientating handling.
Although the novices are placed at the centre of the killing sceeeyery nature of their
participation makes it impossible for them to see or properly umaersvhat is going on:
they are blinded by ashes, dragged quickly through the bush, held tightrogatthéathers,
covered with branches, eyes rolled back with their heads half inates,vetc. The event of
their “death”, while painfully real, thus remains largely inaccessible to them. Herein, then, lies
a further, less obvious deception: contrary to what the women mayhe lenagine, the
novices have little grasp of the nature of the activities they are nonethelefly dingaged in.

As for the uninitiated, and specifically the novicesthers, they are thrust not into the
centre of the ritual arena, but onto its periphery. They are thasdedf only a partial and
distant view of the novicésxecution, such that they too are incapable of forming a clear idea
of exactly what is happening to the novices. Moreover, this episodstiesding for them as
well, not only because it is dangerous for their seesery once in a while one of the boys
drowns —, but also because of the very real separation it invariably babgsit: their
relationship with the novices, whom they will not see for two yesitspe forever changed.
At the same time, however, the women want their sons to be idiaat are anxious not to
be responsible for anything going wrong. From this point of view, theyoanpalled to act as
the initiator$ accomplices. For the novices, the women’s angry wailing, which they cannot
help but hear, attests to the fact that the women suppose tHdtdt€ of the novices is real.
However, for a good number of these women who, unlike the novices, have beeh thieug
scene a number of times, they more than suspect that the kilingretence, although they
are pointedly not given sufficient means to be sure. In this watll fugher deception is



involved: just as the uninitiated are led to falsely presume that theesdknow what iseally
going on, the novices are led to falsely presume that the uninitiated decidedly do not.

The positions occupied by the novices and the uninitiated with respéet irattators
and to each other are thus symmetrically inverted. The noviceengeged in an overt but
forced collusion with the initiators against the uninitiated; at shene time, they are
themselves the object of a painful but covert duplicity on the pafieofnitiators (and the
uninitiated). The uninitiated, on the other hand, are the object of a paurtfalvert duplicity
on the part of the initiators (and the novices) and, at the same time, are engaigeded but
covert collusion with the initiators against the novices.

In this episode, the novices and the uninitiated are involved in actinghatitve may
call an overtly "exhibited" secretthe young boysviolent execution — from opposite sides of
the ritual stage. However, the veritable character of thi®ipeaince- as being either clearly
“true” or clearly “false” — is revealed to neither party. This episode, as a source of pain
anxiety for the novices and for the uninitiated is, for them, undeniahlyMevertheless, their
participation in this event is such that its essential naturainsnobscure. In short, for both
categories of participants (albeit in different ways), the ngvideath is rendered at once
experientially anchored and conceptually uncertain. While both pargetoasome degree
made aware of the factitious quality of this enactment, itstemigsis, arresting yet
indecipherable character remains intact.

The actual extent of the various participastbstantive knowledge, like the amount of
coercion or the degree of expressive intensity their behavioursgraarkly varies from one
performance to the next, and within any given performance, from one inditadtree next.
Some novices, for example, may have been previously informed (by etdeersf?) of the
nature of their coming execution; some of the women may be trulyedabout their sons
being killed while others are not. Such considerations, however, arenof mmportance, for
whatever ideas the novices or the uninitiated may entertain regala former's execution,
both remain committed to the actuality and to the effectivenetssoévent, that is, to the
idea that the novices ostensible "death” is the necessary and agpropeans for attaining
adult Gbaya Kara manhood. This commitment, | suggest, is grounded tiwalalditional
acts of what we may call "unavowed" secrecy which the novicesh@mdmothers are also
involved in.

On the one hand, the initiators' and the novices' actions, notably thegchasay of the
women following the novices' final maternal meal, induce the uniedtitd presume that the
novices are knowingly party to the operations they are engaged ireasharfact, the boys,
impelled by the initiators as are the uninitiated themselvesairetargely ignorant of what
befalls them. On the other hand, the initiators' and the uninitiatetdss in particular the
women's loud protestations during the novices' execution, lead thettatiesume that the
uninitiated do not imagine that their death is feigned, whereastintfi®@ women, in spite of
being openly kept in the dark by the initiators, know more than they I&thase two further
dissimulations integrate in such a way as to sustain, for thwsedtegories of participants,
the presumed meaningfulness of the mysterious performance theytadt is because the
novices blindly obey the initiators in simulating their execution,etnerconfirming, for the
women, their supposed complicity with their initiators, that the woarenable to freely
assume their crying and protesting role, thereby belying whatd&hgnowledge they may
have. Reciprocally, it is because the women do so that, for the ndhieegxecution, whose
precise nature remains for them obscure, may be overtly constiafted,the fact, as a
significant (but largely illusory) secret never to be revealed to the urewitiat

The very nature of the novices' and the uninitiated's involvement inotheerfs
execution makes it difficult for either to be certain about wixac#y this "death" entails.

and



However, whatis certain for both categories of participants, beyond the painful andtgnxi
provoking character of the interactions they are engaged in, is iiteppen of each others
behaviour in relation to their own. It is this social perception, | ssiggather than any
definite conceptualisation of the episode in question (igeill” or “simulated”?, what is its
“true” meaning?, etc), that provides the grounds for their personal commitment to the genuine
effectiveness of this event (cf. Houseman 2000). The wamediling leads the novices to
infer that their mothers may well imagine their being truleki this justifies the novicés
(and the initiatory attitude of aggressive secrecy towards them, which induces the women to
infer that the novices cannot imagine that the uninitiated maybeedware that their death is
a sham; this, in turn, justifies the womemramatic wailing on their behalf. Each party’s
actions are thus validated by the otheupposedly misguided perceptions as these may be
inferred from the lattés overt behaviour. The novices and the uninitiated find themselves
caught up in a complex relational dynamic in which the import of thecasvexecution
derives less from what substantive knowledge they may or may noohay¢han from the
formal interplay of each other's unavowed deceits. While neithgriparapable of forming a
clear idea of what the novicegeath precisely consists of, both are implicated in deceiving the
other regarding the actual nature of this event. This systenmabooation, in which feigned
ignorance and partial understanding both play an essential role, endewpisinide, for both
parties, with a measure of partially inscrutable yet authenéianing, as something whose
nature, while to some extent uncertain, must not be revealed. In &#lyistlve novices
execution imposes itself upon the novices and the uninitiated aliken ascantestably
significant experience, implying some higher order of intelligipilpartially grasped by the
novices and the uninitiated, but fully understood by the initiated alone apds#ue solely
through an accomplishment of the ritual acts themselves.

To conclude, it is worth noting that this interactive pattern implied both the
novices and the uninitiated women entertain several different poivigwfsimultaneously
(what Bateson [1979], referring to a method of analysis, has caltedble description”). It
also requires that for both categories of participants, in spieeafirgency arising from the
painful quality of this episode, the conceptual indeterminacy regarti@ggenuine or
factitious nature of the novicesxecution remains to some degree unresolved. Both parties
are placed in an eminently reflexive or questioning state of regarding not only the nature
of the novices"death" but also the status of their own actions in it. Indeed, the “unavowed”
dissimulations that are a central component of the interactivensctieey are engaged in are
largely predicated upon a lack of coincidence between the participantge attitudes and
their overt behaviour. This does not mean that the novices and the wonmext pezsonally
involved in what they are doing, but rather that the emotional and infomaht
underpinnings of this involvement may vary from one individual to the next.bigesall the
participant$ outward actions and their awareness of others' actions in relation to their own,
rather than their inner feelings or understandings, that provide the grounds for thécsystem
ordination that underlies their commitment to the meaningfulness ofattiens they
undertake.

Finally, it should be clear that the interactive pattern descabede relies upon the
partially dissimulated character of the novicesecution. Paradoxically enough, it also relies
upon the fact that the participants are made aware, to some degree, that thisapegdsmot
what it purports to be, that is, a killing in the ordinary sense offettime. As a result, for both
the novices and the women, the reality of this event remains a haghlhyguous one.
However, this uncertainty, integrated as it is within a compiésractive process, far from
undermining the significance of this episode, provides the condition foprddkiction of
shared meaning: the conviction tt&illing the labi” is the unavoidable and fitting procedure



for attaining Gbaya-kara manhood. Indeed, the only participants for whatutgbsertainty
may be said to exist, and who are therefore largely excludedtifiisrahared meaning, are the
very young children, for whom, presumably, the novidesth is simply, unquestionably real.
They are the only ones for whom it may be said that this epispdesents a case of straight
out deception, one to which all of the other participants contributetiators, novices and
women alike.

There remains, of course, the matter of the initiators themseWes is their position
in all this?

The sacrifice of the Oyomo goat: a case of ritual simulation

In principle, the initiators are party to all of the secrets #ed the novices and the
uninitiated against each other: they are well aware of hde tlite novices actually know and
correctly surmise that the women already know more than they shauttisl sense, the
initiators, fully cognisant of the simulation involved in the novia&sth, cannot be caught
up in its performance in the same way. How, then, can we accouhiefocommitment to
what is, for them, an obvious deceit?

One might argue, in keeping with a pragmatic version of what GltHes called the
“ontological dimension” of secrecy — the idea thatto conceal things [...] is also to ‘create’”
(1990:365)—, that the demonstrable success of the sham is in itself sofficause. This
feigned execution may be shown to bring about the relational and otimgresha purports to
effect:. when the uninitiated next see the novices they are profotrasigformed, both
physically and in the way they act. The new initiates adopt and&tof secrecy towards the
women and other uninitiated who profess their ignorance. The initiatays therefore
legitimately conclude that there is more to their simulatiom tivhat it might superficially
appear to them to be. | suspect that that is not the whole storyy T@ show this, | will
consider a somewhat extreme case of a simulation performedibgonsi in which no secrecy
whatsoever is involved, taken this time from theite among the Beti of Southern Cameroon
(cf. Houseman 1984, 1993; Laburthe-Tolra 1985).

Theso initiation ritual, outlawed since the beginning of th& 2entury, was a one and
a half year-long event whereby young men acquired the right to undértsesactivities that
define male adulthood in Beti society (marriage, speech in publetimgs, residential
autonomy, etc). During an initial phase of several months taking plaoce around the
village, the novic€sinnate aptitude for manhood was ostentatiously displayed by means of
showy parades, public scarification, military exercises, etc. Atrtti@gthis time, the novices
accompanied their initiators on a several-week long hunting trip ifotest. During this trip,
unbeknownst to the women and other uninitiated persons, the novices were eslibonét
variety of hardships, most of which entailed an ironic and painfuioekdtip with objects or
activities normally associated with adult men. Many had to do withifgurfeor example, a
novice was told to catch a hedge-hog hiding in a ditch overlaid with Heanwhen the boy
did so, his hand wass bitten by the initiator hiding in the ditch. The rmviceited to
participate in a wild pig hunt, were made to run on all fours, chasedenyinitiators, for
hours; led to a hunter's lean-to to "rest", they were forced to zgtieemselves into a low hut
made of thorny vines and built over a bog filled with excrement. Therg wade to "wash"
with pepper-filled and dirty water, to pick "kola nuts" by climbingthe top of a tree
swarming with poisonous ants, to "forge" by getting their hands crusteduring these
hazing episodes, the novices' attributes of adult manhood, so amply detedrdiréng the
first stage, were systematically and violently denied. Returinamg this trip, the novices took
up residence in a screened-off initiation camp on the outskirts ofilthge. There, within



hearing of the uninitiated but out of their sight, they were made torgmdbe various
spectacular ordeals that comprise the ritudimactic moment (the “death of the s0”): eating
a disgusting mixture (call€to fat”), rolling in the mud and destroying the women’s gardens
while imitating wild pigs, having stinging ants thrown upon them and gtirgugh a long
tunnel with bunches of nettles hanging dr valls. Following this, the novices remained in
seclusion for a period of one year, subject to progressively Iisgesit prohibitions. They
emerged at the ritual final ceremony during which the feminine apparel the novices wore
during the last phase of their seclusion was stripped away bydhassificatory "wives"
(women married into their lineage groups), whose clothing was torn off as well.
The episode that concerns us here is the following:

Following the novices consumption of the mysterious “so fat’ and their
ensuing “deathy (the “death of the so”), and prior to the novices’ seclusion, the
initiators sacrificed a castrated goat that had been previdakldsout in the forest to
be fattened as much as possible. This animal, designated by theOyame, was
slaughtered in a highly peculiar fashion. It was carved up, or accotdirmgher
accounts, torn limb from limb, while still alive. If the goat drieut, the ritual, and
specifically the noviceSdeath” was considered invalid and had to be started over. A
portion of the goas fat was placed within the special goat-skin bag of the principal
officiant (the “so bag’). It was mixed in with equivalent bits of fat taken from the
sacrificial animals of previous initiations. This fat constituteel essential component
of the“so fat” which will be consumed in subsequent initiations by the novices prior to
their “death”.

Now this episode takes place in the sole presence of the initiatoysarehtelly aware
that the seemingly miraculous behaviour of the Oyomo goat in fagttgefrom their own
artifices: it is they themselves who drug the animal by add#nigio herbs to its food. What
then underlies the initiators commitment to such an apparently unnecessaryiagnfulat

Here again, we may argue that to the extent that (1) tloé taits animal is held to be
instrumental in the relational changes mediated by the ’dtpatformance (fat is closely
related to sperm and more generally to masculinity among the Beti), and (Bedethanges
are indeed seen to take effect, this would incite the initiatbeppreciate their artifice as
more than the spurious trick it appears to be. There are, | thingastt tiwvo directions in
which we can try to go further.

The first relates to P. Boyar(1990) observation, in connection with divinatory
practices, that people seem ‘tautomatically” attribute a higher degree of plausibility to
discourse and action in which relations of causality and representate systematically
conflated. Thus the soothsaitewords and gestures are presumed to be true (more exactly,
they are presumed to be truer than ordinary speech and behaviour), beegpase presented
as at once description of the state of some (invisible) world or entity, anebasequence of
this world's or entity’s intervention. Initiation rituals are, of course, an exact complement of
this: they constitute at oncerapresentation or description of the novicegdissimulated)
transformation and, as the sole source of initiators, this trandfonsauecessary condition
or cause. This applies to the killing of the Oyomo goat and to the novices' execution alike.

Thus, it is relevant to note that while the geaftacrifice is instrumental in the
metamorphosis the novices are held to undergo, at the same tim@nitsansformation is
analogous to that undergone by the novices themselves. As | have showhemrdse
(Houseman 1984), the novicepassage through the ritual corresponds to a two-fold
operation. First, through a series of severe, paradoxical ordeals theinpunting trip with



their initiators, the novicésoriginal identity as virtual men, deriving from their being born
male and confirmed during the rite's initial phase, is ironicatigt violently denied. Next,
beginning with the liminal, virile entities they have become, the esVvitew ritual identity as
future initiates is built up, notably through their ingestionsoffat” and their participation in
the mysterious "death of the". The Oyomo goat undergoes a similar process. Following a
confirmation of its initial identity as a domestic animal Istillingness to accept (drugged)
food from the initiators, the goat's animal nature, ironically enowghiiolently negated by
means of a painful slaughter in which it does not cry out. Oyomo isrétiged to its
overabundant fat, substance which then provides the basis for the constriatioew, ritual
identity, that of theé‘so fat” kept within the principal officiant’s ceremonial "so bag". In this
way, whereas the novices, entering the rite as male childremaale into adult men destined
to initiate others, the Oyomo goat, beginning as a fattened doraestial, is transformed
into a goat-skin bag containingo" fat" to be consumed by the novices of subsequent
initiations. The analogies that can be drawn between thé& gaatful death and the novices’
hardships, and between the geatlence and the novices ability to keep a secret are, in this
respect, hardly accidental.

An additional and perhaps more fundamental consideration concerns theveecurs
circuit the goat silent death establishes between successive performances of the ritual.
Admittedly, this is but a further elaboration of the we-must-be-dsorgething-right line of
reasoning outlined above, applied to the relationship between the novitasbmand those
in which their initiators were themselves initiated. In so fartl®e novicesinitiation is
ascribable to their ingestion 6fo fat’, whose essential ingredient is the fat taken from the
sacrificial goats of preceding initiations, the geatlence consecrates the meaningfulness of
the goatssilences on these preceding occasions; this consecration, in turn, authenticates the
presumed meaningfulness of the goatlence in the case at hand. This, of course, is but a
special instance of the auto-referential pattern underlying tiotiagenerally. As J. La
Fontaine (1977) has observed, given the secret, unspeakable nature ofyirevaints, the
main ostensible proof of the transformation these events are suppds@agtabout is the
novices subsequent ability to initiate others. Thus, given that thetangiability to act as the
agents of the novicésinitiation derives from their own initiations, their intervention
constitutes a corroboration of their own transformation, brought about bye\aoys
performance of the same ritual. It follows that, to the degree thatacedures undertaken by
them in the novicésnitiation — the killing of the Oyomo goat, the novi¢esecution — are
recognisable as similar to those undertaken for them in their otietions (elder initiators
obviously play an important role here), these operations may be presanie highly
significant, regardless of their partial inscrutability.

The initiators direct the novices and the uninitiated in undertakingespear, "secret"
performances such as the novices' execution. The purposeful inflictisoffefing these
performances entail make them undeniably real for all concernethitibéors included. At
the same time, in so far as all of the participants are te stegree made aware of the
artificial or simulated character of these performances, thedame reality of these episodes
would seem to be belied. In such conditions, how are the participants dggrieciate these
events as necessary enactments endowed with extra-ordinary m?edferftave seen that the
novices and the uninitiated's experience of these performances is such that, for both parties,
deceiving others and being themselves deceived are inextricablynemmbhave suggested
that it is this interdependency of the novices' and the uninitiatedits fiview, coupled with
the incomplete perception of these episodes this interdependency jrtfitesustains their
commitment to the extra-ordinary import of these simulated episddi@sever, for the
initiators who knowingly orchestrate the novices' and the uninitiatetisns, the situation
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cannot be the same. Their "insider" point of view allows them toustdor these actions
entirely in terms of ordinary if somewhat obscure patterns ofpetsonal behaviour, as
instances of intimidation, mystification or simple deceit. For thesson, their own
commitment to the exceptional nature of such enactments must comeelsewhere. The
example of the Oyomo goat suggests that this commitment déeisedrom such public
performances as it does from other prescribed actions, situatefidher remove from the
novices' and the uninitiated's experience of the ritual. These aat®ientred not around the
simulated manipulation of persons (the novices and the uninitiated), but d@heusichulated
manipulation of "objects" (that is, non-persons), notably those intervemitigeiexecution,
the preparation or the aftermath of such public episodes.

Such objects -- the Oyomo goat, the platform the novices dance uportoptioe
"death of theso" (cf. Houseman 1993), or again, masks, particular liturgical formaraeso
forth --, play a dual mediating role. While providing the materiahicles whereby
representational and causal relations may be made to convergentbey the initiators
simulations within auto-referential circuits incorporating otheremmnial events, notably
those which enable the initiators to perform them. In short, thesetolegablish a circular
relationship between the actions the initiators undertake and thigly biundertake them.
The initiators, engaged in mandatory yet recognisably factitioud®rpences which are
unaccountable in any obvious sense, thus find themselves in a situation kethsiiof the
novices and the uninitiated: they actively participate in eventdware at once experientially
grounded and conceptually uncertain. However, the basis for the initiators' attributkraof e
ordinary import to such object-centred simulations is not the same.bly virtue of the
recursive trajectories mediated by the objects they manipulagaatnoccasions, trajectories
encompassing the initiators' own initiations, that these episodesbendneld by them to
embody a higher, indescribable order of significance, accessiblg bglaneans of these
equivocal acts themselves.

Here again, reflexivity may be said to play a generativegtslistaining role. The
initiators’ awareness of the simulated nature of Oyomo’s silence, far from eroding their
commitment to the significance of this episode, acts as a miagdpr the production of a
shared yet largely indefinite meaning whereby this action makele to be an essential,
validating component of the young memitiation.

In this way, questions regarding the actual or feigned nature of @yasilent
sacrifice, like those regarding the real or simulated charattbe noviceSsecret execution,
remain unresolved. In both cases, such issues are subordinated tdtithreatgdatterning that
defines the highly specific context in which these actions talee pkor the novices and the
uninitiated women, this patterning concerns their interaction duringahese of public or
semi-public (avowedly secret) events; for the initiators, itgi@stto the connection, mediated
by special objets, between thiaside” operations they undertake far from the public eye and
their own position as former novices.

It should be noted that in speaking of "initiators" in general, | Isawglified things
considerably. Certain initiators, having undertaken the ritual any nuofliBnes, are fully
aware of all of the ceremonial procedures involved. By contrast, pthbcs participate as
initiators for the first time, remain largely ignorant of mamyportant details. In short, some
of the initiated are more initiated than others. It seems reblsot@ assume that the more
knowledgeable the initiators become regarding the simulated athiepgerform, the more
the presumed meaningfulness of these actions draws on object-methatéd of the type
described above. On the other hand, for those less familiar with thengsrof such
performances, this presumed meaningfulness is surely more diokely to the supposition
of some exclusive expertise the elders are held to have acquieetsepr by virtue of their
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long-term participation in the ritual. In other words, what are stians for experienced
initiators remain dissimulations for less experienced ones. Indegdtion, envisaged not as

a one-timerite de passage but as an ongoing process of increasing ritual mastery, may be
thought of as a progression from dissimulation to simulation, thatoisy & commitment
founded upon a complementary interaction within the framework of setceoye founded
upon an inscription of oneown actions within auto-referential circuits stretching over time.

Conclusion

By placing emphasis upon the generative properties of ceremonwéagons, | have
argued that such performances intervene not so much to conceal thaf simtular events,
or to supply the grounds for their metaphorical description, as to proveleetlexive
conditions for the emergence of novel relational forms (Houseman awneli SE998)
underlying the participantsommitment to the ritual realities they enact.

The episodes | have briefly examined have been drawn from Africtniniation
rites. For the sake of the argument, | deliberately picked patiguviolent, dramatic
examples. However, simulated behaviours of the type illustrated by dpsodes are fairly
widespread. In most if not all (male) initiation rites, the noviaes mysteriously killed,
devoured or otherwise done away with in some manner or another. And nmatalf such
rites entail some sort of unusual sacrifice whereby the Htuallidity is ostensibly confirmed.
For this reason, in the spirit of speculation, | wonder whether ihtmgt be useful to
envisage the recourse to illusory devices not only in initiatios bte in ritual generally as
being organised around two different poles, which we might“da$imulation” on the one
hand, and‘simulation” on the other.

In the case ofdissimulation”, as illustrated by the novices’ execution in the Gbaya
Karalabi ritual, illusion is centred around the manipulation of persons. Variotisipants—
the novices and the uninitiated women -- are made to act in suchthatéghey are caught up
in the co-ordinate patterning of each othertions all the while being denied full access to
the simulated performance they are involved in. The effectivenessacbf dissimulations
arises from the interdependency of the participantspective perceptions, themselves
deriving from differences in their modes of participation. On the dtlaexd, what should
rightly be called‘simulation”, as illustrated by the sacrifice of the Oyomo goat in the Beti so
ritual, is founded upon the manipulation of non-persons: animals, objects, spaties, etc.
Its effectiveness arises from the mediating role such non-pegotns the substantiation of
auto-referential trajectories in which relations of causality and repiets®) converge.

| suspect that what | have call&dissimulation” may be a regular feature of many
rituals, specifically those of théte de passage variety— birth ceremonies, weddings, funerals
and the like— in which new-born babies are ingenuousHiscovered”, conventionally
despondent newly-weds are convenierftlyptured”, and professionally wailed corpses are
“animated in a range of ways. Such episodes invariably entail a degree of interactive staging
in which for certain parties, by reason of their being either togecto the action or too far
removed from it, the exact nature of the performance remainslpyadibscure. As for what |
have called‘simulation”, this is also frequently encountered. I have mentioned the obvious
case of divination, but sacrifice and otltfeffering”, “blessing” or “therapeutic” rituals also
often entail the simulative manipulation of special objects (ordital formulae) implying
recursive circuits encompassing the officianitually sanctioned aptitude to perform such
acts.

It should be clear that | am not arguing for any sort of rityzdlbgy : “dissimulation”
and “simulation” may both be present in any given rite, as I have suggested for the case of
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initiation. This distinction is worth making, however, because of thesrdifit modes of
reflexivity these two phenomena entail. In both cases, the partisipaatmade partially
aware of the illusory nature of the nonetheless mandatory perforsmmtireeundertake. The
conceptual uncertainty which results opens up a potéfsppate” in which a new, shared
meaningfulness, relating to the extra-ordinary effectivenessudf gerformances, may
emerge. The relational configurations that constrain the partisipexjierience of these
events, while preventing the participants from forming a definita afethese episodes (are
they “real” or “fake”? what is their “true” meaning?, etc), act to structure and sustain their
supposed significance. In other words, the participaniamitment to the actuality and the
necessity of these performances stems directly from their lograviour. Conceptual
indeterminacy regarding the nature of these mysterious performansebordinated to the
well-defined pragmatic conditions of their execution. In both casese tlgagmatic
conditions relate to the establishment of a necessary relatidnstwgen several divergent
points of view. In the case of dissimulation, implying a spatialodisicuity, these points of
view concern different persons interacting in different capadatrasltaneously (e.g. novices,
mothers). In the case of simulation, in which a temporal continuitwaved, they concern
the same persons acting in different capacities at differembants (e.g. as initiators, as
novices). In the first case, reflexivity takes the form of aualutleception within the context
of interactive complementarily, in the second, that of a recursigelarity mediated by the
manipulation of material (or discursive) artefacts.
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