
Inspira- Journal of Modern Management & Entrepreneurship (JMME)  

ISSN : 2231–167X (Print), Impact Factor: 7.866,  Volume 15, No. 04, October-December, 2025, pp. 69-74 
 
 

Beliefs, Customs and Rituals: A Cultural Perspective 
 

 
Sunita Didal* 

Assistant Professor, Department of Sociology, Vivek P.G. Mahavidhyalaya, Kalwar, Jaipur, Rajasthan, India. 
 

*Corresponding Author: didalsunita7879@gmail.com 

Citation: 

 
 

 

ABSTRACT 
 

Beliefs, customs, and rituals form the symbolic infrastructure of culture. They transmit values, coordinate 

collective action, mark life‑cycle transitions, and make the social world feel meaningful and predictable. 
Drawing on classic and contemporary scholarship from anthropology, sociology, religious studies, and 
cultural psychology, this paper synthesizes how beliefs (shared truth-claims and value commitments), 
customs (conventionalized practices), and rituals (formalized, rule-governed sequences of action imbued 
with symbolism) interrelate to produce cultural continuity and change. After clarifying definitions and 
theoretical lineages (Durkheim, Mauss, Van Gennep, Turner, Douglas, Geertz), I outline key 
mechanisms—symbolic condensation, performativity, effervescence, embodiment, and social sanction—
through which these cultural forms shape cognition and social structure. Cross‑cultural case studies from 
South Asia, Sub-Saharan Africa, East Asia, Oceania, Europe, and the Americas illustrate how similar 
ritual logics take divergent expressions depending on ecology, power, and historical encounter. The 
paper also assesses modern transformations—including secularization, commodification, digital 
mediation, and diasporic hybridization—that reconfigure ritual authority and invent new “ritual-like” forms 
(sports fandom, national ceremonies, platformed grief). Finally, I propose an integrated analytic 
framework—the BCR Model (Beliefs–Customs–Rituals)—that maps flows among propositional 
meanings, habitual practices, and symbolic performances across micro, meso, and macro levels. 
Implications for intercultural competence, policy, education, and conflict mitigation are discussed, with 
recommendations for future research into ritual datafication and embodied measures of cultural 
participation.  
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Introduction 

Culture is not merely a collection of artifacts or a list of traditions. It is a living system of 
meanings enacted through patterned practices. Three of the most visible and analytically useful cultural 
forms are beliefs, customs, and rituals. Beliefs articulate a community’s view of reality and its moral 
horizons; customs translate those views into ordinary routines; rituals intensify and dramatize values at 
moments when solidarity or transformation is at stake. Together, they anchor identities and coordinate 
expectations, enabling strangers to act as a “we.” 

Scholarship on these topics is wide‑ranging. Durkheim famously argued that ritual generates the 
“collective effervescence” that binds society; Turner studied liminality and communitas in rites of 
passage; Geertz analyzed religion as a cultural system of symbols; Douglas explored purity, danger, and 
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social boundaries; Bellah theorized “civil religion” in modern nation‑states; and more recent cultural 
psychologists examine how ritual modulates emotion, memory, and cooperation. Yet these literatures are 
often siloed. This paper offers a synthetic perspective that shows how beliefs, customs, and rituals 
operate as interlocking components of the same cultural engine. 

The goals of the paper are fourfold: (1) to define and distinguish the three constructs while 
emphasizing their overlap; (2) to review key theoretical mechanisms linking them to social order and 
subjective experience; (3) to examine cross‑cultural cases that reveal both universals and local 
specificities; and (4) to propose a flexible BCR Model for comparative analysis of cultural practices in 
both traditional and modern settings. 

Definitions and Conceptual Distinctions 

• Beliefs 

 Beliefs are shared understandings about what is real, true, good, or possible. They can be 
propositional (e.g., “ancestors watch over the living”), narrative (myths, origin stories), or normative 
(moral axioms). Beliefs operate at multiple levels—individual convictions, group doctrines, and tacit 
cultural assumptions. They provide the semantic content that gives practices meaning. Not all beliefs are 
religious; national, scientific, and economic ideologies also function as belief systems. 

• Customs 

 Customs are conventionalized patterns of behavior that are socially expected in routine 
contexts—greeting styles, dress codes, table manners, festive foods, weekly markets, and so on. 
Customs stabilize social interaction through predictability and are enforced primarily through subtle social 
sanctions (approval, embarrassment) rather than formal law. Because they are habitual and often 
pragmatic, customs are easily mistaken as merely “practical,” yet they are saturated with cultural 
meaning and signal group membership. 

• Rituals 

 Rituals are formalized, repetitive, rule‑bound, and symbolically charged sequences of action. 
They are performed at heightened moments—birth, initiation, marriage, death; planting and harvest; war 
and peace; national holidays; or even corporate onboarding. Rituals bracket ordinary time, mobilize 
special language, music, dress, and objects, and create a sacred (not necessarily religious) frame that 
intensifies emotion, marks transitions, and reaffirms social bonds. 

• Overlap and Feedback 

 While analytically distinct, beliefs, customs, and rituals continually shape one another. Beliefs 
justify customs and sacredize rituals; rituals dramatize and thereby re‑entrench beliefs; customs provide 
the everyday substrate that makes ritual forms legible. Change in one domain often cascades into the 
others: a shift in belief (e.g., about purity or gender) modifies customs (dress, diet) and reconfigures 
rituals (participation rules). 

Theoretical Foundations 

• Durkheimian Solidarity and Collective Effervescence 

 Durkheim argued that rituals create and periodically renew the moral community by generating 
collective effervescence—heightened emotion that fuses individuals into a unified social body. In this 
view, the “sacred” is essentially the social experienced as transcendent. The implication is that ritual is 
not an optional ornament but constitutive of social order. 

• Mauss and the Gift 

 Mauss emphasized exchange as a total social fact: gifts (including ritual offerings and hospitality 
customs) carry obligations to give, receive, and reciprocate. Ritualized exchange builds alliances, 
distributes prestige, and encodes cosmological ideas about persons and relationships. 

• Van Gennep and Turner: Rites of Passage and Liminality 

Van Gennep mapped transitions into the triadic structure of separation—liminality—
incorporation. Turner expanded the liminal middle phase, noting how ambiguity and anti‑structure allow 
for communitas—a transient sense of equality and solidarity that can renew social bonds or contest 
hierarchies. 
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• Douglas: Purity, Danger, and Boundary‑Making 

 Douglas showed how ideas of pollution and taboo map social categories: dirt is “matter out of 
place.” Rituals of purification signal and secure social boundaries (e.g., between genders, life stages, 
caste/class, sacred/profane), while breaches prompt intensification of ritual control. 

• Geertz: Thick Description and Symbol Systems 

 Geertz defined culture as webs of significance humans have spun. Rituals are “stories we tell 
ourselves about ourselves,” enacted in public form. Thick description attends to the layers of meaning 
that make the same gesture radically different across contexts. 

• Contemporary Perspectives: Practice, Embodiment, and Cognition 

 Practice theorists (Bourdieu; Ortner) emphasize habitus—embodied dispositions acquired 
through repetition. Cognitive and evolutionary accounts explore how ritual features—synchrony, costly 
signaling, causally opaque actions—enhance group cohesion and trust. Cultural psychologists examine 
how ritual regulates emotion (soothing anxiety, channeling grief) and supports memory through 
multisensory encoding. 

Mechanisms Linking Beliefs, Customs, and Rituals 

• Symbolic Condensation: Ritual compresses complex beliefs into portable symbols (flags, 
incense, colors), allowing rapid transmission and recall. 

• Performativity: Doing is believing; participation recruits commitment via sunk costs, public 
visibility, and bodily alignment (singing, kneeling, dancing). 

• Collective Attention and Synchrony: Coordinated timing (chants, claps, marches) produces 
entrainment, increasing empathy and willingness to cooperate. 

• Sanction and Prestige: Customary conformity is rewarded with inclusion and status; deviation 
invites exclusion, shame, or formal penalties. 

• Embodiment: Repetition engrains postures and affects that become second nature (e.g., 
greeting forms, prayer positions), making beliefs feel self‑evident. 

• Narrative Framing: Ritual scripts embed events within collective stories (national founding 
myths, ancestral covenants), guiding interpretation and memory. 

• Materialization: Objects (totems, icons, heirlooms) anchor abstract beliefs, facilitating 
intergenerational transmission through tactile engagement. 

Cross‑Cultural Cases 

• South Asia: Life‑Cycle Rituals and Plural Belief Ecologies 

 South Asia hosts layered belief systems—Vedic, Bhakti, Sufi, Sikh, Buddhist, Jain, Christian—
that coexist with regional customs. Hindu saṃskāras (life‑cycle rites) mark births (jātakarma), naming 
(nāmakaraṇa), initiation (upanayana), marriage (vivāha), and funerary rites (antyeṣṭi). These rituals 
operationalize beliefs about dharma, purity, and kinship, while local customs—festival foods, attire, 
honorifics—translate cosmologies into daily life. Interfaith neighborhoods routinely share customary forms 
(e.g., sweets distribution, seasonal fairs) that transcend doctrine yet reinforce civic solidarity. 

• Sub‑Saharan Africa: Ancestor Veneration and Ritual Exchange 

 Many African communities maintain robust relations with ancestors. Libation rites, praise poetry, 
and drumming ensembles enact beliefs about reciprocity between living and dead. Customs of extended 
kinship hospitality structure obligations, while initiation schools and harvest festivals renew communal 
ties. Colonial histories and Christian/Islamic expansions have produced hybrid forms where church liturgy 
coexists with indigenous ritual aesthetics. 

• East Asia: Confucian Etiquette, Buddhist Rites, and Folk Customs 

 In China, Japan, and Korea, Confucian ethics emphasize filial piety expressed through ritualized 
etiquette (li). Ancestral tablets, seasonal festivals (Qingming, Obon), and temple rites integrate Buddhist 
metaphysics with local shamanic customs. Everyday practices—gift‑wrapping conventions, bowing 
norms, communal bathing—embody values of respect, harmony, and cleanliness. 
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• Oceania: Exchange and Sociality in the Pacific 

 Ceremonial exchange systems (e.g., the Kula ring) dramatize alliance formation. Tapa cloth, 
shell valuables, and kava ceremonies materialize cosmologies of personhood linked to land and sea. 
Missionization brought Christianity, yet local ritual genres (dance, tattooing) remain central to identity, 
often repurposed in tourism and national branding. 

• Europe and the Americas: Civil Religion, Secular Ritual, and Popular Culture 

 Modern secular states rely on rituals—parades, memorials, inaugurations—that sacralize 
national narratives. Sports fandom and music festivals exhibit ritual‑like synchrony, mythic heroes, and 
pilgrimage dynamics. Diasporic communities curate hybrid customaries: Latin American Day of the Dead 
altars in U.S. cities; South Asian weddings that blend regional rites with Western formalities; 
Afro‑diasporic religions integrating Catholic iconography. 

Modern Transformations 

• Secularization and Resacralization 

 While institutional religion declines in some regions, ritual does not disappear; it migrates. 
Wellness practices (yoga, mindfulness), corporate retreats, and activist marches adopt ritual forms. 
Digital memorial pages and livestreamed funerals provide new venues for collective mourning. 

• Globalization, Commodification, and Heritage 

 Traditions circulate as cultural capital. Festivals become economic assets; “authenticity” is 
curated for tourists and diaspora. UNESCO heritage listings can stabilize endangered customs but also 
freeze them in time, creating tensions between living practice and display. 

• Media and Platformization 

 Social media platforms algorithmically amplify spectacular ritual moments, while micro‑rituals 
emerge online (hashtags, challenge formats). Beliefs are debated and memetically remixed; customs 
(greetings, humor) adapt to digital etiquette; rituals (candle‑lighting, call‑and‑response) are reimagined 
through reaction videos and comment threads. 

• Power, Gender, and Contestation 

 Rituals encode hierarchies as well as solidarities. Feminist, caste, racial justice, and queer 
movements critique exclusionary customs and reperform traditions to widen participation. Liturgical 
reforms, inclusive rites of passage, and intercaste/interfaith ceremonies demonstrate ritual’s plasticity 
under pressure for equity. 

The BCR Model: An Integrated Framework 

 To synthesize, I propose the BCR Model for analyzing cultural practices across three levels of 

social organization and three modalities of meaning‑in‑action. 

• Modalities 

▪ Beliefs (B): Propositions, narratives, values that provide meaning and justification. 

▪ Customs (C): Habitualized patterns of everyday conduct that enact and normalize beliefs. 

▪ Rituals (R): Formalized, symbolically saturated performances that intensify commitment. 

• Levels 

▪ Micro: Individual embodiment and emotion regulation (habitus, memory, identity work). 

▪ Meso: Groups and institutions (families, congregations, teams, civic associations). 

▪ Macro: Societal narratives, state ceremonies, global cultural flows. 

• Dynamics 

▪ B → C: Beliefs generate normative expectations that crystallize as customs. 

▪ C → R: Customary routines are amplified and formalized into ritual for high‑stakes contexts. 

▪ R → B: Ritual participation reaffirms and sometimes transforms beliefs through heightened 
affect and salience. 
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▪ Feedback Loops: Innovations often appear first as ritual experimentation (R), normalize as 
custom (C), and eventually rationalize into belief (B)—or vice versa. 

▪ This matrix provides an analytic checklist: what beliefs are at stake; which customs 
operationalize them; what rituals dramatize them; at which levels; and with what feedback 
across time. 

Methodological Approaches 

• Ethnography and Thick Description 

 Participant observation, life‑history interviewing, and audiovisual documentation remain gold 
standards for grasping ritual meaning. Ethical reflexivity is crucial when studying sacred practices. 

• Comparative and Historical Analysis 

 Cross‑case comparison reveals patterned variation. Archival work traces how colonialism, 
migration, or policy altered ritual fields. Quantitative coding of ritual features across cultures can 
complement qualitative depth. 

• Experiments and Cultural Psychology 

 Laboratory and field experiments test how ritual elements (synchrony, repetition, costly 
signaling) influence trust and cooperation. Psychophysiological measures (heart‑rate, hormonal assays) 
capture embodiment during rites. 

• Digital Ethnography 

 Platformed rituals require methods attuned to algorithms, affordances, and networked publics. 
Trace ethnography follows how hashtags, videos, and memes circulate ritual scripts. 

• Ethics and Community Collaboration 

 Co‑research with cultural custodians ensures respectful representation and reciprocal benefit. 
Data sovereignty and consent are especially important for indigenous ritual knowledge. 

Applications and Implications 

• Intercultural Competence: Training in BCR analysis can improve diplomacy, healthcare, and 
education by making practitioners sensitive to ritual schedules (e.g., fasting, mourning) and 
customary norms (address forms, gendered spaces). 

• Public Policy: Policy design that aligns with customary practices (market days, festival 
calendars) gains legitimacy. Hygiene campaigns succeed when they piggyback on existing ritual 
infrastructures. 

• Peacebuilding: Shared rituals—truth commissions, reconciliation ceremonies—can rebuild trust 
in post‑conflict settings. Symbolic acts matter as much as institutional reforms. 

• Organizations: Corporate onboarding, awards, and storytelling function as secular rituals; 
designing them ethically can enhance belonging without manipulation. 

• Education: Curricula that connect abstract beliefs to local customs and school rituals 
(assemblies, pledges) make civic values tangible. 

Limitations and Critiques 

• Romanticization Risk: Scholars may over-celebrate ritual cohesion and underplay domination 
and exclusion. Attending to power is essential. 

• Context Dependence: Ritual meanings are not portable; analysis must avoid decontextualized 
comparison. 

• Observer Effects: The presence of researchers and cameras can alter performances. 

• Change Over Time: Longitudinal work is needed to track how rituals adapt under migration, 
media, and market pressures. 

Conclusion 

 Beliefs, customs, and rituals are not three separate domains but a single braided process 
through which cultures make meaning, coordinate behavior, and reproduce themselves across 
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generations. From village shrines to stadium anthems, from kitchen tables to digital vigil streams, human 
groups continue to ritualize what they value and to habituate what they believe. The BCR Model offered 
here—mapping flows among meanings, routines, and performances across social levels—provides a 
practical lens for comparative research and applied work. In an era of rapid change, recognizing how 
these cultural forms adapt while preserving continuity can foster empathy, guide policy, and support more 
inclusive communal life. 
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