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Abstract. Drawing upon James Carey’s ritual model of communication as a 
framework, we argue that rituals, especially religious rituals, are important re-
sources for technology design. We suggest that a ritual view of ICT interaction 
represents an alternative and significant model for ICT development and 
evaluation, and that the observance of religious rituals affords researchers the 
opportunity to see cultural values at the peak of their expression. To illustrate, 
we describe several examples and three case studies of religious rituals that in-
volve technology. For each, we discuss the ritual’s enactment, where and how it 
intersects with technology, and the broader cultural values it embodies. We 
conclude with remarks about how religious values are meaningful for the design 
of culturally relevant consumer technologies and we offer advice on how other 
researchers can use ritual observation to inform and inspire their technology  
designs. 
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1   Introduction 

In Kyoto, Japan, a high-tech executive makes a pilgrimage to the Buddhist shrine 
most appropriate to his current circumstances. He has just turned 41 and therefore he 
has begun his most inauspicious yakudoshi, or unlucky year. With his camera-phone, 
he captures an image of the shrine he has come to visit. Days later, back in his home-
town of Mito, he shares the image with his dinner guests.  

Anna Poggi, Milanese mother, homemaker and part-time, public-sector secretary, 
shows us with pride the contents of her subsidized apartment -- her treasured posses-
sions include the doll she received for her First Communion, her wedding dress, and 
the cassette player that she was given on the occasion of her confirmation in the Ro-
man Catholic Church. 

At the southernmost edge of Taipei, dozens of Taiwanese families have gathered at 
the public mortuary facility to take part in one of the many Buddhist, Taoist and 
Christian funerals being held simultaneously within the complex. Family members 
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closest to the departed have covered their heads with white veils. They toss paper 
money, paper clothes and fashion accessories...even paper mobile phones into a large  
ceremonial incinerator.  

As businesses struggle to compete in a global marketplace, they increasingly turn 
to ethnographers to inform and give direction to product design by shedding light on 
the most salient cultural values and concerns of unfamiliar consumers. Perhaps be-
cause of a perceived ill-fit or seeming irrelevance, technology researchers -- with a 
few notable exceptions [1-5], have failed to study religious rituals in the course of 
their fieldwork. We believe that this is a mistake; that by neglecting spirituality and 
ritual in technology research, researchers are missing the opportunity to study cultural 
values at the peak of their expression. Furthermore, we believe that researchers often 
overlook important functions of ICTs in the reification and maintenance of cultural 
and social values. To that end, we believe that religious rituals are a valuable oppor-
tunity for HCI researchers and designers to understand cultural values and  to identify 
opportunities for technology design and innovation.   

As demonstrated in the brief examples above, communication technologies and 
technological devices may play important roles where spiritual beliefs and values are 
put into practice. These interactions represent an important, and often overlooked, 
role that communication technologies are playing in the construction and maintenance 
of social life. Traditional (U.S. American) academic conceptions of communication 
and, by extension, interaction with communication technologies center on the trans-
mission of information over time and/or distance for the purpose of inducing some 
kind of measurable change. As a result, ICT designs are often evaluated based on the 
extent to which they can produce a desired change – whether or not they let people 
communicate faster, with more precision, over greater distances, and so forth.   

In this paper, we offer an additional perspective to understanding the role of ICTs 
in social life, based in a ritual view of communication [6].  Rather than focusing on 
the transmission value of ICTs, we consider ICT interactions primarily as they func-
tion to represent shared beliefs and maintain social order over time. We demonstrate 
this perspective in action with several examples drawn from our ethnographic field 
research.  Specifically, we present three case studies, each involving ICTs in religious 
rituals.  We use these examples to illustrate both how ICTs can be understood for 
their ritual value, and also to demonstrate how studying ICTs used in the course of 
religious ritual can offer critical insight into the core values and attitudes of a particu-
lar social and/or cultural group. We conclude with comments on methodological im-
plications and advice on how other HCI researchers may use a ritual framework to 
inform their own technology designs.  

2   A Ritual Model of Communication 

In his 1988 book, James Carey argues that a ritual model of communication must com-
plement more traditional transmission models if we are to fully understand the range of 
human communication acts. Although a transmission view of communication whereby 
signals or messages are sent over distance for the purpose of inducing change, was 
(and still is) the most common approach to understanding communication in the 
American scholarly tradition, it represents only a subset of the communication acts we 
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undertake every day. Many, if not most, of our communicative acts, Carey argues, are 
not directed toward the extension of messages across time and/or space, but rather 
“toward the maintenance of society in time,” [6]. In other words, much of our commu-
nication is directed not at the creation of personal or social change, but rather at the 
maintenance of social and cultural order. It is therefore important to consider commu-
nication technologies not only as tools of transmission – but also for the part they play 
in the reification of the society and culture in which they exist.  

Carey further argues that rituals serve as a “projection of community ideals,” where 
cultural norms are embodied in an “artificial but nonetheless real symbolic order that 
operates to provide not information but confirmation, not to alter attitudes or change 
minds but to represent an underlying order of things,” [6]. As rituals are enacted, 
social norms and cultural values become embodied in form and easily recognizable. 
The movements of a dancer, the thematic elements of a text, and even the digital im-
ages on a mobile phone all become symbolic representations of cultural values that 
are readily accessible for the HCI researcher to identify, observe, and understand.  

A goal for technology researchers, then, can be to identify rituals involving ICTs 
for in situ observation and analysis. Carey argues that the vast majority of communi-
cation acts are ritual. Even instances of communication that may, at first glance,  
appear to be completely informative are often deeply ritualistic. For instance, news-
papers may be considered a medium for disseminating news and knowledge, forming 
or changing attitudes, and identifying issues of public import. However, newspapers 
may also be understood within a ritual view of communication where:  

“Reading a newspaper [is viewed] less as sending or gaining information and 
more as attending a [religious] mass, a situation in which nothing new is 
learned but in which a particular view of the world is portrayed and confirmed. 
… We recognize, as with religious rituals, that news changes little and yet is in-
trinsically satisfying; it performs few functions yet is habitually consumed. 
Newspapers do not operate as a source of effects or functions but as dramati-
cally satisfying, which is not to say pleasing, presentations of what the world at 
root is,” [6] 

However, when pressed for time, as we often are when we are on field research as-
signments, the rituals woven into daily life and routine social interaction may be diffi-
cult to quickly identify and meaningfully analyze for their potential to inform ICT 
development. It is for that reason that we argue for the study of religious rituals in-
volving ICTs as a rich resource for technology research and design. As Carey sug-
gests:  

“If the archetypal case of communication under a transmission view is the ex-
tension of messages across geography for the purpose of control, the arche-
typal case under a ritual view is the sacred ceremony that draws persons  
together in fellowship and commonality.” [6] 

By examining the most archetypal examples of communication rituals – religious ritu-
als - and the ways that ICTs become involved, we are offered a glimpse into the intersec-
tion of technology and cultural values at the height of their expression. These religious 
rituals – weddings, funerals, birth rites, and so forth – are often easily identifiable, and in 
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our experience, quite accessible for study. Furthermore, the customs and symbols associ-
ated with these rituals are often consistent over time, widely recognized within the popu-
lation, and easily articulated. As a result, it is not only easy to access religious rituals for 
study, but also it is easy to find people who can talk about religious rituals in meaningful 
ways. Furthermore, these rituals increasingly involve ICTs in some way – often to docu-
ment, support, mediate, or otherwise inform the ritual as it is enacted. So, because  
religious rituals embody cultural values, are easy to study, and frequently involve ICTs, 
they can be used by technology researchers in two ways: to quickly identify important 
social and cultural values as they relate to ICTs, and to identify opportunities for design-
ing ICTs based not only on their ability to transmit information but also their ability to 
enact, document or otherwise support ritual.  

3   Methods 

The case studies that follow are drawn from data collected in the course of a 6-month, 
12-country, exploratory research project designed to explore the social and cultural 
construction of personal and domestic technologies, including mobile phones, per-
sonal computers, and televisions. Teams of 2-3 researchers spent a minimum of 2 
weeks visiting and interviewing families in each of the 12 countries studied.  In each 
country, the researchers worked with a resident interpreter to identify 7-12 primary 
participants for a variety of research activities. Interpreters translated all research 
interviews not conducted in English. At minimum, each participant was interviewed 
at home a single time. Most participants were visited multiple times at home and also 
shadowed at their places of work, at social events, and at family gatherings.  Addi-
tional participants were recruited to complete participatory design activities, cultural 
probes, photo diaries, and mapping exercises. In total, over 200 participants com-
pleted one or more research activities in the course of this study.  

The data described below were collected in Taipei, Taiwan, Mito, Japan, and Mi-
lan, Italy. In all cases, participants were aware that they were being observed or inter-
viewed by Americans working for Intel Corporation. The Italian participant was  
directly recruited for an interview and was compensated for her participation. The 
Japanese participant was interviewed during the course of a social event, and was not 
compensated. The Taiwanese participants were observed but not interviewed, and 
they were not compensated. All participant names have been changed to protect their 
privacy. 

4   Cases from Ethnographic Research 

We introduced this paper with three short vignettes that offer an alternative perspec-
tive based in a ritual view of communication and consider ICT interactions primarily 
as they function to represent shared beliefs and maintain social order. Below, we 
elaborate on those and other examples drawn from our ethnographic field research, 
and we build on Carey’s model of ritual communication by proposing a theoretical 
framework for interpreting the many dimensions in which ICT interactions can be 
understood and modeled as rituals of communion and communication. First, we 
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briefly consider technology interactions that are central to ritual enactment - those that 
support ritual communication or the performance of a ritual itself. Next, we consider 
interactions in which technology’s primary function is reproductive, in which ICTs 
are used to document the performance of ritual and/or memorialize the state of the 
actor as s/he embarks upon or completes a rite of passage. Finally, we consider inter-
actions in which technological artifacts themselves become elements in the symbolic 
economy of the ritual. 

4.1   ICT Interactions as Supporting and Extending Ritual 

Perhaps the most obvious and most well researched cases of religious uses of modern 
information and communication technology are examples in which technological 
interactions are central to communal ritual enactment, functioning as mechanisms of 
mass communication: the addition of loud speakers to mosque minarets to amplify the 
call to prayer [1], televised church services, and modern mega-churches where ampli-
fication, display and broadcast technologies permeate the worship service itself and 
extend communication with the congregation well beyond scheduled service hours 
[4]. In these cases, technology has functionally supplemented or even supplanted the 
elaborate awe-inspiring construction of gothic cathedrals and great mosques and tem-
ples; the screens and loud-speakers that dominate mega-churches not only play a 
central role in communication to ever wider audiences across time and space, they 
also stand in as signs of a religious community’s affluence, expansiveness and poten-
tial influence.  

ICTs may also be central to religious observance outside of communal services, as, 
for example, when computing tools facilitate control of the domestic environment and 
enable performance of ritual duties by proxy. One example can be found in Woodruff, 
Augustin, and Foucault’s recent ethnographies of Modern Orthodox Jews living in 
Brooklyn, New York. The PC-controlled, X-10 home automation systems that control 
their lights and electrical home appliances allow these modern families additional 
comfort and piece of mind in their recognition of the Sabbath as a day of rest and 
reflection and their strict observance of Halacha – the body of rules that forbids, 
among other things, the manipulation of electrical circuits on Saturdays [7]. Another 
manifestation of such ICT support can be found in long-distance performance of ritu-
als in diasporic religious communities. It is not uncommon that Turkish Muslims, for 
instance, may migrate – temporarily or permanently -- from their region of origin in a 
quest for stable employment. Internet-based services now permit displaced Turks to 
pay respects to deceased relatives by hiring a camcorder-toting representative to visit 
family graves in their stead. Through another online service (provided by larger gro-
cery store chains), they may purchase a lamb for sacrifice on the holiday of Kurban 
Bayrami (Eid el-Adha), and distribute its meat amongst relatives and charitable or-
ganizations. 

Such ICT interactions – in which technologies support the performance of rituals 
or extend the distance from which rituals of communion can be preformed – come 
closest to conforming with tradition transmission models of mediated communication. 
They are perhaps most noteworthy as indicators of the acceptance and absorption of 
technologies of mediation in what many might consider sacred realms of activity. 



 The Digital and the Divine: Taking a Ritual View 79 

4.2   ICTS Interactions and the Memorialization of Ritual 

The story of Futo-san, a high-tech executive living in Mito (outside Tokyo), Japan, 
provides an example of yet another common – though less commonly studied – aspect 
of ICT use in religious ritual. We met Futo-san informally over dinner with col-
leagues in Mito. After the obligatory exchange of business cards, the conversation 
quickly shifted to the topic of our research – Japanese social conceptions of mobile 
phones. Futo-san explained that he was most grateful for the camera on his mobile 
phone as it allowed him to document personally meaningful experiences. When we 
probed for more information, he showed us the photo above in Figure 2. He explained 
that this photograph is a personal reminder of his recent pilgrimage to Kyoto, taken to 
ward off the ill-effects of his yakudoshi or unlucky year. Although the photograph is 
normally private and rarely looked at even by Futo-san himself, it is nonetheless an 
important reminder of his journey. Furthermore, because the photograph is on his 
mobile phone, it is portable and always close at hand, extending the benefits of his 
pilgrimage to protect him throughout the year.  

  

Fig. 1. Futo-san sharing his story with Intel 
researcher Todd Harple 

Fig. 2. Image of the Kyoto temple from Futo-
san’s mobile phone 

Futo-san’s story describes the marking of a significant life-stage transition, the pas-
sage -- across a boundary line deeply inscribed by religious tradition -- from one terri-
tory of spiritual experience to the next. In making his ritual pilgrimage, Futo-san em-
bodied this spiritual passage in his physical movement (to Kyoto) and his drive to find 
his life’s path through reflective discipline. His use of a camera phone to memorialize 
the journey embodies an important Japanese cultural value – privacy and modesty. 
While most photographic portraits of individuals on occasions of religious import 
(weddings, baptisms, etc.) are taken and reproduced primarily for purposes display – 
to communicate to family or to visitors to a family’s home, Futo-san’s photo captured 
and stored on his camera-phone was intended primarily for his own reference. It is 
entirely personal, never intended to transmit information to anyone else, yet it is 
deeply meaningful and completely appropriate within Futo-san’s culture and society.  
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4.3   ICTS as Signs in Ritual 

The final two examples included in the introduction to this paper represent variations 
on a single theme and serve as illustrations of ICT interactions in which the techno-
logical artifacts themselves function as signs within the symbolic economy of reli-
gious rituals. Anna Poggi, the 43-year-old, Milanese mother of two described above 
does not consider herself to be a particularly devout Catholic (no more so than her 
friends and neighbors). Yet, in her home she displays her First Communion portrait 
and the doll she was given as a gift on that occasion long ago. She has also kept and 
has now given to her four-year-old daughter a long-outmoded audio cassette player  
 

  

Fig. 3. Anna shows a photo portrait and doll 
from her First Communion 

Fig. 4. The audio cassette player Anna re-
ceived at her Confirmation 

that she received as a gift for her Confirmation in the Catholic Church. Though the 
artifact has no functional value to her (and little to her daughter, who has two, more 
modern cassette players), it has symbolic value and is thus worthy not only of reten-
tion beyond its logical usefulness but also of gifting. Just as a wrist watch gifted to a 
young Muslim boy at his circumcision or high school graduation might be worn 
through adulthood and passed on to children and grandchildren, Anna’s “boom-box”-
style cassette player has taken on value beyond its ability to play music. Just as the 
photo portrait memorializes her First Communion, the boom-box represents (mostly 
to her and to the family members who gave it to her) the ritual itself – Anna’s confir-
mation as an adult member of her religious community. Significantly, these artifacts 
on display in her home (including her cassette player) cue Anna’s recounting – to 
visitors and, presumably to her children -- of her family’s history, her religious tradi-
tions, and her personal experiences with her church and progress through it’s various 
rituals and rites of passage.  

Perhaps the most striking example from our studies of technology with great ritual 
value but no functional transmission value is the example of families burning “ghost” 
or “spirit” mobile phones and laptops for deceased relatives at Taiwanese funerals. The 
photos above depict a scene common to regions of the world with Buddhist religious 
traditions. Friends and family members of the deceased burn “spirit money” and other 
necessities, here for recently dead, but on other occasions for long-dead loved ones. 
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Fig. 5. Spirit money, paper ICTs and assorted 
afterlife accessories 

Fig. 6. Family members of the deceased burn 
offerings at a crematorium in Taipei 

The paper mobile phones, PDAs, televisions, laptops, and battery recharging stations 
that are now offered alongside paper money, mahjong sets, make-up kits and clothing 
are testament to the symbolic value of the signified, real-world technological artifacts. 
Even those ancestors who never used a mobile phone or laptop when they were living 
are afforded these luxuries in the afterlife through religious ritual. As one Taiwanese 
woman explained to us, to deny your ancestors the things that you enjoy would be 
disrespectful. It is the obligation of the living to ensure the deceased enjoy all of the 
luxuries f modern life.  

5   Discussion 

As the examples above illustrate, ICTs are frequently, and meaningfully, implicated 
in the enactment of religious rituals. With each example, we have described how 
deeply-held cultural values are exposed in the course of the ritual performance, and 
how the relationships between technology and ritual offers important clues about the 
social and cultural meaning of each technology involved.  We hope these examples 
have sufficiently convinced fellow technology researchers to consider religious rituals 
in the course of their future fieldwork. However, the goal of this paper was not only a 
methodological intervention. We also argue for the adoption of a ritual view of ICTs 
to supplement the more traditional transmission view of ICTs.  Plainly, designing and 
evaluating ICTs for their abilities to transmit information across time and space are 
credible and important goals. However, transmission represents only a portion of 
human communication function and need. Ritual – religious or otherwise – is an 
equally important communication goal and therefore ought to be acknowledged and 
considered in our ICT design and evaluation frameworks as such.  

In the course of our fieldwork, we encountered dozens of examples of technology 
being used in the course of religious rituals. We selected the three described here 
because they clearly represent the failings of a transmission-only model for under-
standing the role and social function of ICTs. In each case, from a transmission-only 
perspective the ICT is non-functional, minimally-functional, or functional in a way 
other than that intended by the designer. But, in each case, the ICT is nonetheless 
playing a meaningful role in social life – a role that is desirable, value-centered, and 
widely understood. As researchers and designers sent to the field to collect data to 
inform ICT design, it would be easy to ignore instances where technology seems to be 
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operating outside of its technically-prescribed role. However, if we did so, we would 
overlook opportunities to design for a full range of communication needs.  

As we have demonstrated, photographs can be un-shared, yet deeply meaningful; 
music players can be outdated, yet still cherished; and mobile phones can be  
non-functional, yet still desirable. Moreover, we believe that, equipped with this 
framework for understanding the ritual value of ICTs, future developers can create 
technologies that artfully combine both communication models – photographs that 
remain private, but can be shared when the time is right; music players that are up-to-
date, but remain nostalgic; and mobile phones that are fully functional, yet still appro-
priately respectful and reverent. To that end, we believe this framework has value 
beyond the domain of religious ritual. It extends to apply to many types of rituals – 
including those enacted in the course of everyday life. As Carey suggested in his 
example of the ritual value of newspaper reading, many, if not most, human commu-
nication activities can be understood both for their ability to transform culture and 
their ability to maintain it. We believe that by considering the ritual value of technol-
ogy, many instances of “idiosyncratic” or “incorrect” technology use are explained. 
Suddenly, within a ritual framework, behaviors that baffle technology researchers – 
carrying a mobile phone that does not have a service plan, buying a computer that 
never gets turned on, taking digital photos that are never looked at – make perfect 
sense. Although information is not transmitted in any of these cases, rituals are en-
acted. Our hope is that using the ritual perspective introduced in this paper technology 
researchers can not only make sense of human orientations to ICTs, but also make 
recommendations for ICT design and evaluation that acknowledge and support the 
full range of desired and desirable human communication behaviors.  
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