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Reflection of the Ancient Rituals Semiotics
in Cultural Etiquette Forms of Politeness

SUMMARY

The article discusses modern patterns of expressing wishes which are transformations of ancient pagan
rituals. With the adoption of Christianity, these models and, above all, their form, such as wishes, undergo
changes under the influence of biblical symbols. The main attention is paid to the relationship between
the functions of non-verbal and verbal semiotics in the rituals of wishes in the mythological, religious-
Christian and secularised worldviews. In addition, the point that the ritual is a set of consecutive ritual
actions is supported. An attempt is also made to reveal the inner form of wishes through the prism of the
theory of gift-exchange. The characteristics of external and internal pragmatics of the remnants of an ancient
ritual is represented in wishes as cultural etiquette forms of gift-exchange or, as is customary to say in
modern discourse studies, forms of politeness. The need for experimental studies of different ethnocultures
aiming at the remains of ancient rituals in modern consciousness is substantiated.

SANTRAUKA

Straipsnyje aptariami Siuolaikiniai norus iSreiSkiantys elgesio modeliai, kurie laikomi senoves pagonisku ri-
tualyu transformacijomis. Priemus krik§¢ionybe, Sie modeliai, ypat tu modeliy forma, pavyzdZiui, norai,
keiCiasi veikiant Biblijos simboliams. DidZiausias demesys skiriamas neverbalinés ir verbalines semiotikos
funkciju santykio aptarimui nory ritualuose mitologinéje, religineje-kriks¢ioniskoje ir sekuliarizuotoje pasau-
leZitroje. Be to, palaikomas poziuris, kad ritualas yra is eiles einantiu ritualiniy veiksmu rinkinys. Straipsny-
je bandoma atskleisti vidine noru forma per pasikeitimo dovanomis teorijos prizme. Senoveés ritualo iSorinés
ir vidines pragmatikos ypatybes atsispindi noruose kaip kulturinés pasikeitimo dovanomis etiketo formos
arba, kaip iprasta sakyti Siuolaikiniuose diskurso tyrimuose, mandagumo formos. Straipsnyje pabréZziama,
kad butina atlikti eksperimentinius skirtingu etnokultury reiskiniu tyrimus siekiant istirti senoves ritualus,
kurie isliko Siuolaikinéje samonéje.

RAKTAZODZIALI: semiotika, senoves ritualas, elgesio modelis, norai, neverbalinis ir verbalinis komponentai.
KEY WORDS: semiotics, ancient ritual, behaviour model, wishes, non-verbal and verbal component.
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INTRODUCTION

The modern world of global digitali-
zation is characterized by the impetuous
dynamics of all sociocultural processes
resulting in quite noticeable transforma-
tion of the behavioural etiquette forms
and rules accepted in every society (see
Larina 2009, Morina 2008, Korolyov 2019
et al.). And the basic scientific task for the
theory and Philosophy of culture (and
other contiguous subjects), according to
Morina, is firstly the research of modern
ongoing changes in the semiotic space of
every ethnic community, and, secondly,
the measurement of their activity (and, as
it appears to us, by experimental meth-
od), that will give an opportunity to de-
fine the degree of their influence on the
ritual-behavioural structures (Morina
2008: 1) the conceptual-ontological base
of which are the admitted different types
of politeness and the system of wishes in
particular. Thus it should be noted that
absolutely all modern patterns of behav-
iour evolved in the early ancient cultures,
that afterwards were set as a system of

social conventions, interconnected im-
ages of activity, in the equal degree arche-
typal (unconscious) and stereotypic (con-
scious), according to Bayburin, ritual
based activity (Bayburin 1993: 4-5).

Of the same point of view is Tysh-
chenko who suggests that “it was the
ritual activity that became the basis for
the formation of visual figurative think-
ing in humans. According to its genesis
the ritual type of activity was condi-
tioned by the processes of environmental
sacralisation, by the need to perform one
or another action as a self-sufficient con-
dition for the transfer of collective expe-
rience” (Tyshchenko 2000: 26). And such
an approach to the study of semiotisa-
tion and universalisation of the cultural
experience, presupposing reconstruction
of the preserved archetypal signs of
ritual activity in the modern patterns of
behavioural culture, in particular in such
forms as wishes, seems in general rele-
vant and perspective for the Philosophy
and Sociology of culture.

ANCIENT NON-VERBAL RITUAL
AS PRIMARY SEMIOTIC-BEHAVIORAL PATTERN

Numerous studies of the ritual con-
tain enough definitions of the notion
“ritual” in its broad interpretation, among
them is the work of Mechkovskaya “Lan-
guage and Religion” in which, as it seems
to us, the processes of both cognitive and
linguocultural semiotisation of ritual ac-
tivity are rather briefly but consistently
and convincingly analysed, especially
when considering the question “What is
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more ancient: ritual, myth or language?”
(Mechkovskaya 1998). Skeptics in this
case will probably be right when they say
that this scientific problem is not new, be-
cause it has already been resolved in
many fundamental works on this subject
(Bayburin, Eliade, Lévy-Bruhl, Lévi-
Strauss, Toporov et al.). However, it is
through the prism of the correlation of
concepts “ritual-myth-language” that



one should study the mechanisms of se-
miosis of a person’s primary ritual activ-
ity and its relics preserved in the minds
of modern representatives of different
ethnocultures.

The humanitarian scholars, discuss-
ing the genesis of the ritual, myth and
language, came to the consistent conclu-
sion that, in phylogenesis (as N. B. Mech-
kovskaya believes), ritual action was the
primary semiotic process on the basis of
which all mythological representations
and language were formed as a semi-
otic system as well. It should be clarified
that this type of activity of carriers of
primary consciousness is most likely
and, at least, was connected with the
ontogenesis, i.e. “the process of the in-
dividual development of an organism
and its mental organization from birth
to the end of life” [...], because the term
“phylogenesis” is mainly used when it
comes to the development of organic
forms [...]. Although, in principle, both
processes should be studied in their
close relation and correlation.

That the ritual is primary was men-
tioned in due time by Ivanov, who, based
“on the latest (for that time of science)
research, was convinced that the lan-
guage of symbolic actions (Cognitive
Semiosis — R. V.) both in the history of
the individual, and in the history of the
human race preceded the verbal sign
(Lingvosemiosis — R. V.) and served as a
basis for the assimilation of the latter”
(Ivanov 1985: 351). Confirmations of this
scientific conclusion is present in Biolo-
gy, where even the behaviour of insects
in the nature is also associated with the
birth of ritual activity (Pavlov 2015: 298—
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299), calling it pre-ritual. However, the
most convincing evidence on this issue
is given in the studies of archaic cultures
(Baryshnikov 2006), which describe the
most ancient non-verbal (i.e., not having
verbal accompaniment) rituals; and, as
was established, in many rituals the ver-
bal part is generally secondary and was
not obligatory. In particular, Baryshnikov
writes that “in the era of primitive cul-
ture, significant events take place in the
formation, first of all, of the human spe-
cies “Homo sapiens”, which took shape
over several million years (Korolyova
2018), following from instinctive behav-
iour and innate reactions to conscious
and expedient activity, initially having a
ritual-magical and mythological charac-
ter (Baryshnikov 2006: 183).

As is known, Mechkovskaya also
writes about this, the ritual appears as
the most ancient way of storing informa-
tion in the non-written society. The in-
formation captured and saved in the
ritual system of a certain ethnic group
contained, firstly, a particular model of
the world and, secondly, a certain mod-
el (archetype image) of people’s behav-
iour in especially significant situations.
The meaning of the ritual is precisely in
the repetition, in the reproduction of the
world’s model of the tribe and ideas
about proper behaviour (how to behave)
in responsible and critical circumstances.
Ritual observance was felt by archaic
society as a guarantee of security and
prosperity. Of course, such confidence
really helped the tribe live, and besides,
it preserved the ethnocultural identity of
the non-written collective (Mechkov-
skaya 1998).
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From these arguments follows the
fact that the ritual as a semiotic-behav-
ioural pattern is based on the repetition
of magical actions (and, first of all, non-
verbal ones), in which information
about the creation of the cosmos (world
order) from chaos, about the natural
cycle of life and death, the change of
cycles of winter and summer, day and
night was originally encoded and trans-
mitted [...]. The people involved in the
ritual, had to repeat actions that had
been made by the gods and which, ac-

cording to Lévi-Strauss, had the greatest
value for holders of primary conscious-
ness (or, as it is told in Philosophy —
mythological worldview) (Lévi-Strauss
1994, 2011). The primary signs, that
regulate behaviour (shouting, com-
mands, gestures, body movings, etc.),
were totems and taboo subjects. Totem-
ic beliefs, according to Shubin, “were
extremely practical because they ce-
mented individuals into the family in-
tegrity and, therefore, they were the
vital force” (Shubin 2015).

RITUAL AND RITES OF ITS PERFORMANCE
WITH VERBAL ACCOMPANIMENT

Ritual themes, as a rule, and it has
already been mentioned partially, pres-
ent in the main and the most ancient
myths, gradually underwent transforma-
tions, but they did not disappear com-
pletely, but they began to accompany
various rites in the transformed, some-
times weakened and not even complete-
ly understood by performers form, they
were associated mainly with the life
cycle and economic activities of people.

All important events in the life of
each ethnic group and its individual
members were not just accompanied by
rituals, but “experienced” by performing
a ceremony: meetings and seeing off the
seasons (significant milestones of the
agricultural cycle); sowing, reaping,
threshing; birth, wedding, death (funer-
al), etc. (Tyshchenko 2000). So the types
of rituals appeared: calendar rites, wed-
ding rites, funeral rites, etc., where the
behavioural pattern of their performers
was supplemented by verbal magic (ges-
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ture and body somatics were accompa-
nied by verbal spells, magical texts,
word-addresses, etc., which in every
culture adopted the construction of sta-
ble formulaic signs).

Rites helped society survive the
drought, fight diseases, survive danger-
ous, difficult days (such as the days of
the solstice, the new moon, etc.), facili-
tated the transition from one phase of
the life cycle to another, set the proper
sequence of actions during the ritual, for
example, during the slaughter of cattle
(previously it was a ritual of sacrifice,
which was continued to be performed,
albeit for a different purpose (for ex-
ample, in the Christian Orthodox tradi-
tion, representatives of the Eastern rite
after the Great Lent for the Easter holi-
days had to cut an animal), but in com-
pliance with many of its requirements.

The ritual as a set of collective ritual
actions repeats a sacred act from a myth-
ological plot, only with verbal accompa-



niment, because with it, a person feels a
close connection with all nature and with
the cosmos. Most of the rituals in the pa-
gan period allowed a person to feel the
close connection of society with nature.

We are talking primarily about calen-
dar rituals which are associated with
natural phenomena - changing seasons,
as well as worshiping the sun, moon and
stars at the moments of their special po-
sition (solstice, solar eclipse, full moon,
etc.) (Tyshchenko 2009). All these phe-
nomena occupied an important place
both in the mythological consciousness
of ancient people, checking the rhythm
of their lives with cosmic events, phe-
nomena, objects, which gave the rituals
a cosmic dimension and universal mean-
ing, as well as in the pagan and later in
the religious-Christian-biblical con-
sciousness.

A person who took an active part in
the life of nature was convinced that di-
sastrous events could occur without his
participation, which gave value to ob-
serve the sequence of ritual actions per-
formed in the ritual, directly accompa-
nied by verbal magic. That is why non-
observance of tradition was cruelly
“punished” (illness, up to epidemics,
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crop failures, etc.), because a violation of
the order of nature, in the maintenance
and preservation of which the tradition-
al culture took an active part, could en-
tail unpredictable consequences, includ-
ing death of the whole collective (Mech-
kovskaya 1998).

The reflection of verbal magic in a
word can be cited as an example of the
lexeme oath, the external and internal
form of which contains relics of an an-
cient non-verbal ritual, since initially the
fulfillment of the oath ritual was not
based on a word (not its verbal expres-
sion), but in body movement, gesture
(“speakers of Slavic languages while
performing oaths bowed “to the ground”,
touching it with the hand “), which con-
firms the reconstructed Proto-Slavic verb
*kloniti, to which this word dates back
(Trubachev 1983: X, 38). Subsequently,
the oath became a certain verbal-formu-
laic promise (and its non-verbal compo-
nent has survived until now), which is
pronounced in certain situations and
conditions, and most often in modern
cultures it is already a stereotypical
model of behavior, for example, in a
situation of military oath with gesture
component (N. B. Mechkovskaya).

WISHES AS A RITUAL BEHAVIOURAL PATTERN

According to Bayburin, any form of
knowledge associated with the human
ritual activities represents a specific sub-
culture, it forms and structures the
strength of its tradition as one of the
types of cognitive attitude of man to the
world (Bayburin 1990: 3).

As is known, object-material or natu-
ral taboo in archaic cultures began to be

extrapolated to language taboo, since
words in antiquity performed primarily
a magical function. It was believed that to
name a thing aloud means to perform a
ritual act with it (it is here that the sourc-
es of language taboo should be sought).
Thus, word magic or verbal magic is
the use of verbal forms to influence in the
right direction the state of being of things,
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based on faith in the miraculous power of
the word. And this power is associated
with the ancient identification of the
word in the primary consciousness with
the thing designated by it or the action
called by this word (Pavlovska 2009: 42).
The most revealing surviving relics
of the ancient magic ritual are wish
forms, which, according to Pavlovska,
are conservative verbal symbolic forma-
tions. This means that in terms of their
structure, they make up a set of almost
motionless formulas and motives (Ibid.).
Their formal configuration suggests
that the illocutionary influence of such
verbal ritual formulas is largely due to
their external pragmatism - the sign of
the form of wishes. Therefore, in order
for a given sign to fulfill its inherent con-
ventional function of etiquette, it is neces-
sary first to reconstruct the ritual, i.e., the
symbolic space of its fulfillment. Accord-
ing to Aznaurova, the repetition of the
use of the word in typified communica-
tion situations reflects its ritual nature
and often contributes to the usual con-
solidation of pragmatic information in it
(Aznaurova 1998: 38) (in archaic cultures
magic was precisely what words were
associated with). It is not by chance that
their researchers (T. Agapkina, L. Vino-
gradova, L. Pavlovskaya, 1. Korolyov et
al.) believe that wishes in the system of
ritual formulas occupy an intermediate
place between forms of speech etiquette
and conspiracy-magic texts. In wishes, as
in specific pragmatic ritual formulas,
which are primarily oriented toward re-
use in typed situations, the pragmatic
component at the level of external prag-
matics is dominant and obligatory.
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In each ethnic group, the verbal com-
ponents of the ritual of wishes, reflecting
the national models of the world, are
standardized in the process of secondary
semiosis. The pragmatic secondary es-
sence of the addressed wish onotologi-
cally proceeds from the ancient ritual of
belief in the magic power of the word:
“wishing good (health, good luck, hap-
piness, good harvest, wealth, etc.), the
addressee is convinced that by pro-
nouncing the contents of the wish he can
help achieve / get the desired result. The
conventionality of such internal pragma-
tism is that the addresser of the wish
considers the truth of his intention to be
potentially known to the addressee”
(LED 1990: 396). Thus, the expression of
a wish to the addressee in the form of a
cliché magic formula is a remnant of an
ancient ritual activity, where, on the con-
trary, the non-verbal component almost
lost its function over time. In the theory
of pragmatics, such an activity received
a new terminological designation — “il-
locutionary act”, by which its founders
understand the expression of a commu-
nicative goal during the utterance of a
particular statement (J. Austin).

Verbal wish formulas (as L. Pavlovs-
kaya calls them) are a specific means of
designating reality, since the act of ritu-
al nomination does not imply the cre-
ation of a new name, but the selection
of / search for the designation available
in each language for the essence of the
typical situation displayed (Pavlovska
2009: 33). Of course, this is so, if we fol-
low the hypothesis that wishes are the
remnants of a ritual where their nonver-
bal primary semiotic component is sig-
nificantly transformed.



A similar point of view is expressed
by Vinogradova, who believes that “a
text containing wishes of the good also
presupposes a ritual of pronouncing /
expressing it (L. Vinogradov). Being, on
the one hand, forms of speech etiquette,
wishes establish relationships between
people, and on the other, like magical
texts, they maintain contacts (mytho-
logical — once established) of a person
with supernatural forces capable of pro-
viding welfare (SDES, T. 1: 188). Based
on this assumption, the issue of the most
important function of the verbal compo-
nent of the wish sign deserves special
attention. Wishing the good to the ad-
dressee, the addresser hopes that even
pronouncing it can help to achieve the
desired. Orientation to verbal magic is
realized in the form of (explicitly or im-
plicitly) performative “wish”, which in-
formally expresses the wish itself.

The main mythological and magical
stored function of wishes is associated
with the “gift exchange” between the per-
former of the ritual (addresser) and his
addressee (Agapkina 1994: 170). In the
system of prescriptions of modern social
behaviour, which is a transform of ritual
and magical practices and mythological
representations, the exchange of gifts
serves as the most important regulator of
mutual relations between micro- and
macro-sociums, families, individuals, etc.
(Makovskiy 1996: 584). Nowadays gifts
are expressed in material wishes (when
people want money, prosperity) and so-
cial values (career, success, for example,
in studies), vital (health, strength), reli-
gious and spiritual (God’s mercy, etc.).

Pavlovska argues convincingly that
the most pragmatic verbal component of
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the ritual of wishes is represented in
small folklore genres, among which she
considers phraseological units and in
which wishes are semiotised through
national symbols (see also Vasko 2019),
for example, happiness and good luck
in the English tradition. Such signs-sym-
bols are numbers (odd) — R. Vasko: There
is luck in odd numbers (expression of W.
Shakespeare) and other components:
Much good may it do you; To wish one all
the luck in the world.

The gifts of happiness reflect the idea
of the wheel of fortune: The ball of for-
tune is at one’s feet, as well as the image
of the rope as a measurement of the life
path in the biblical descent phrase: The
lines have fallen to me in pleasant plac-
es. Among socially neutral wishes for
happiness, an example is given as As
good fortune (luck) would have it), and
good luck To wish one well (to wish well
to one (Pavlovska 2009: 112). The gifts
of happiness reflect the idea of the wheel
of fortune: The ball of fortune is at one’s
feet, as well as the image of the rope as
a measurement of the life path in the
biblical by origin phrase: The lines have
fallen to me in pleasant places. Among so-
cially neutral wishes for happiness, such
example is given, as As good fortune
(Tuck) would have it), for a good luck — To
wish one well (to wish well to one (Pavlov-
ska 2009: 112)

Based on the fact that wishes are a gift
(which was perceived in the archaic col-
lective, first of all, as a source of security),
the opinion of Tyshchenko is justified that
this ontologically ritual initially implied
attracting a “stranger” to the state “of his
own” (Tyshchenko 2008: 4). Therefore, it
is not by chance that A. Gurevich notes,
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“the establishment of friendly relations,
marriage, hospitality, memorial dinner,
successful completion of a trade deal or
peace negotiations [...], — all these ritual
ceremonies were accompanied by mu-
tual gifts” (Gurevich 1984: 234-235). Any
gift as a ritual implied reciprocity, which
played a very important role and contin-
ues to play it in the wedding ceremony.
Therefore, thanksgiving forms are an im-
portant component for the integrity of
the wishes ritual.

Thus, the word-gift and word-thanks-
giving continue in modern patterns of
expressing wishes to fulfill a magical
function and act pragmatically on the
recipient (Omarov 1996: 106).

The pragmatic impact on the recipi-
ent (addressee) is complex. And, first of
all, this is a strong influence on the emo-
tional and rational spheres of the recip-
ient of the wish (gift), on his knowledge,
and most importantly — on behaviour.
Pavlovska names three main directions
of pragmatic influence: 1) cultural, 2) so-
cial and 3) psychological. Influence at the

cultural level is carried out by the whole
context of culture, the representative of
which is the subject, otherwise the inter-
pretation of the historical and cultural
component of the wish will not be fully
possible. Influence at the social level is
the impact on the subject to whom the
desire is addressed, as a representative
of a particular ethno-national commu-
nity, group, etc., which requires a delib-
erate choice of the means of such prag-
matics. Influence at the psychological
level is a personal, individual impact on
a person and is carried out as empathy
and the transition into the sphere of per-
sonal relationships and meanings (Pav-
lovskaya 2009: 47-48).

The described three types of influ-
ence of wish formulas should be consid-
ered as a complex cultural, social and
psychological impact, which is fully real-
ized in the context of a particular na-
tional culture with its inherent moral
and ethical norms and concepts, but at
the same time preserves the general cul-
tural component of their ritual nature.

CONCLUSIONS

Thus, modern models of behaviour
have deep ancient pagan roots in the
situation of expressing wishes, because
the use of the magic power spoken un-
der the certain circumstances and for a
specific purpose of the word goes back
to the mythological stage of the world-
view (including magic of spell, etc.). On
the background of deeply rooted pagan
archetypes Christian symbols begin to
form and affirm in the subconscious
and further in the conscious perception
of the world.
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And with the spread of Christianity,
the remnants of the mythical pantheon
of paganism were closely intertwined in
the ritual of wishes: folk ideas adapted
Christian concepts to a pagan world out-
look, which, although in a transformed
form, were preserved in the wish system
of each national culture.

This is precisely how in culture
emerged the need for “repeating the
past,” the return to the experience of
previous periods and epochs in which
the interaction and interpenetration of



the object and subject, the general and
the single, the profane and the sacred,
that is, the epochs based on the arche-
types of the mythological value model
of the world. Hence the endless semiosis
of mythology, being present vertically in
all cultural periods without exception.
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