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Introduction

On my first trip to India in 1998, my attempts to rendezvous with my younger brother in front of the Jaipur City Palace in Rajasthan resulted instead, in a frustrating set of miscommunications, in our meeting 800 miles south on a beach in the small state of Goa.  What he had dragged me to witness, quite unexpectedly for both of us, was an international group of foreigners, hundreds of them, gathered around what has become the topic of my thesis: the Goa trance party.  This style of party, in which electronic dance music is played all night by a DJ in an outdoor setting, has spread from its origins in Goa to become a global phenomena affecting the lives of countless modern youth. 

In the following essay, I will investigate the Goa trance party, specifically the type organized around DJ Goa Gil, as comprising ritual.  Goa Gil, often referred to as the “father of Goa trance,” calls his project of creating these parties, “Redefining the Ancient Tribal Ritual for the 21st Century” (Goa Gil 2001a).  This idea of “party” as “ritual” is intriguing since the act of dancing all night to rhythmic beats is easily comparable to the tribal rituals of our archaic past.  As one travels into the narratives of its creators and participants, however, the concept of  “party” as “ritual” increases beyond a mere comparison, and approaches fully religious proportions.

 Within the trance phenomena, the category of the emic
 arises at the point where a participant becomes convinced that something more than what is typically meant by a “party” is taking place at a gathering.  The term “party” becomes inadequate for describing their perception of the event to those who have not experienced it.  They may continue to use the word “party” among other participants who they feel can understand the word in its modified meaning.  However, the term is not used in the same way as its conventional, etic, counterpart.  When relating to an etic audience, as well as when informing themselves in etic terms, party participants instead use the term “ritual” to explain the extraordinary qualities they perceive in their parties.  

The content of these “extraordinary” qualities, and consequently the meaning of “ritual,” conceivably differs, however, according to the experience of each individual.  In addition to an emic/etic distinction in the word “party,” a gradation of meaning in the emic use of the term also exists.  While two participants may agree that “that was a great party,” one may be referring to a lot of fun, while the other to a religious experience.  Different DJ’s describing their parties as “ritual” may also be doing so with different meanings in mind. 

For this reason, I have chosen to focus my study on DJ Goa Gil, who, in addition to being an internationally famous DJ, is also a Hindu sadhu.  As will become evident in the following pages, Goa Gil thoroughly equates his parties with traditional religious rituals and initiations.  Goa Gil claims that the methods he uses in creating his parties are the same, in essence, as those used to enact traditional religious rituals.  Accordingly, they are capable of providing life changing religious experiences to its participants.  His identity as a traditional religious authority provides immediate support to his claim.  

Of course, this does not necessarily mean that he is able to invoke for his entire audience the full dimension of the “ritual” he envisions.  Some may be more susceptible to his methods than others.  As such, a gradation in its perception, from full-blown religious ritual to common collective effervescence, is conceivable.  I have therefore divided the spectrum of meaning in the term “ritual” to include three broad categories: secular, structural, and religious.  

“Secular Ritual” refers to the element of ritual that is attributed to collective effervescence in a Durkheimian vein.  Here, the element of secular congregation is considered in its ability to create and reinforce social commonality.  From secular origins, this commonality can grow to such an extent as to begin embracing collective world-views and even religious ideas.  This is particularly the case with the trance phenomena, which began as a result of the psychedelic revolution of the sixties and eventually led to the formation of an expatriate hippie society in India.  The very act of congregating in such a social milieu, especially in an effervescent way, can also have Durkheimian “ritual” implications.  

The particular aspects of the Goa trance party which make it a structural rite de passage are considered under the category of “structural ritual.”  Here, specific methods used by Goa Gil in the staging of a trance party are considered in relation to what Victor Turner calls ritual structure.  The social state of effervescence will be understood as arising from specific structural methods, methods which are the outcome of a deliberate effort to create “ritual” conditions.  

Finally, the religious agendas of Goa Gil, as well as the religious symbols he uses in communicating those agendas, are considered.  In the analysis of the party as “religious ritual,” Goa Gil’s role as a charismatic ritual authority becomes important in informing the unusual experiences of effervescence and rite de passage with religious meaning.

Through these categories of analysis, the party can be seen as a vertical grid of ritual possibilities.  At the level of secular ritual, no essential difference can be recognized between the trance party and other forms of secular collective effervescence.  Its “ritual” dimensions are seen to exist in the same qualitative way that marks raves, rock concerts or even football matches.  As structural ritual, this effervescence is given form, making it an actual “ritual” distinct from other secular celebrations.  As religious ritual, the rite de passage resulting from ritual structure is given religious meaning.  

Over the course of the following essay I will gradually climb the vertical grid of ritual possibilities offered by the Goa Gil Trance Dance Initiation Party.  I will show how, depending on the manner of its reception by the audience, Goa Gil is “Redefining the Ancient Tribal Ritual for the 21st Century.”

Chapter One 

Goa Trance Parties as “Secular Ritual:”

A History of a Modern Communal Gathering

Though the “psychedelic trance party” claims itself to be “ritual,” the elements which usually classify a phenomena as such, religious creed or ethnic homogeneity, are absent.  Even the word “ritual” only surfaces in retrospective conversations or descriptions, and is not part of the event itself.  Descriptions of the event by its participants, however, can often be an intriguing analysis which incorporates elements they say are even more fundamental to ritual than its typical case-specific definitions.  As such, rudimentary forms of ritual theory are used to explain their actions to themselves and others.   In chapters two and three, these theories will be explored and expanded, effectively classifying the Goa Gil trance party as ritual.  However, the arguments supporting these theories will benefit from initial clarity about the subject of its argument.  Otherwise those unfamiliar with this style of party would easily become lost in ritual theory while being oblivious to what the theory is being applied to.  My task in this chapter, therefore, is to give an initial description and history of the psychedelic trance phenomena, while reserving the in-depth descriptions and arguments that designate it as ritual for the subsequent chapters.  

Even a simple description of the trance party, however, because of its quality of collective effervescence, immediately calls into consideration a Durkheimian ritual interpretation.  Indeed, the social cohesion of the participant community and the effervescent manner in which they gather, the most basic elements of a description, are also the most fundamental elements in the ritual nature of these parties.  Such a Durkheimian analysis on its own, however, is not able to separate this phenomenon from other forms of secular effervescence.  This most basic element of ritual found in the trance party is what Sally Moore terms “secular ritual” (Moore 5), a social element found in many forms of celebration, most of which can not realistically be called ritual.  It will be the task of chapters two and three to add specifications to the fundamental effervescent character of the trance party so that it can actually be interpreted as ritual.  To this end, a Durkheimian social analysis will serve as a description and foundation upon which to build the subsequent theories.

The narrow focus of this essay on the work of DJ Goa Gil is largely due to the subtle methods he uses in constructing his parties which will become important in the following chapters as the defining factors of ritual.  For the purposes of this chapter, these features are less important.  The following history and description seeks to capture a social movement of which Goa Gil is a part of, and not its content.  The topic broadens, therefore, to the social milieu that developed among an international group of counter culture expatriates on a beach in the South Indian state of Goa.  Among this developing society, a style of gathering took its roots and began to spread all over the world: the “Goa trance party,” or more recently termed, the “global psychedelic trance party.”


In this type of event, pre-recorded electronic “trance music” is played by a DJ who, by mixing music from two sources, maintains a continuous stream of electronic beats for hours on end.  The music lasts for between 10 and 20 hours, and in the case of the parties I am describing, is played by a single DJ.  People, in numbers ranging from 20 to thousands, dance to this music all night long and into the day.  The parties are almost always an outdoor phenomena, taking place in natural settings and often in conjunction with natural occurrences such as full moon.  Of most significant effect to the setting of the trance party, however, is its development by counterculture spiritual seekers in the setting of India.  The Goa trance phenomenon is a direct product of the hippie culture of the 1960’s psychedelic movement, specifically those hippies who embarked on a spiritual quest to India.  The use of drugs, particularly the psychedelic LSD, is a widespread concomitant to these parties, influencing both the immediate participation of individuals as well as the creation of the music, party format and general cultural milieu.  The above categories; music, dance, drugs, and geographical/religio-cultural milieu are the main variables I will be citing, historically and descriptively, to understand the party setting from a social perspective.  They will be analyzed as agents which facilitate a sense of cultural unity, social continuity and shared belief, resulting in a Durkheimian social schema which can be understood as a rudimentary secular form of ritual activity.

The music of Goa trance has its roots in the general historical unfoldment of the Goa culture itself.  The foreigners who descended on the Indian state of Goa in the early 1970’s were members of a definite cultural group: the hippies of the 1960’s.  As such, they possessed an identifiable culture of which music was a deeply ingrained part.  Not only was it brought with them to India while other cultural baggage was attempting to be shed, it continued to be a central component of their identity as Westerners in India.  As they attempted to create a society that was “the best of the East and the best of the West,” Goa Gil cites “our art, our ideas and our music” as the main components of Western culture which they actively preserved and developed.  

This group was, of course, largely nomadic traveler/hippies who were mostly not acquainted with eachother outside of India.  Rather, they gravitated to one another while traveling due to shared interests and cultural identities: “like mindedness” (Goa Gil 1997a).  Music formed a central part of that identity.  The solidarity arising from a common musical/cultural identity is witnessed by the fact that the desire to “party” in the form of musical dance gatherings was a primary cause in motivating this nomadic group to congregate in a single location. 

All these people met… traveling overland.  Some people went to study Indian music.  Other ones went to live with the yogis in the Himalayas.  All different trips.  Some people went to ride horses up in the mountains in Afghanistan, or some people went down to Bali…. It was Goa at Christmas.  That was the big thing.  Everybody regrouped.  All the old friends that you met everywhere, traveling; everybody would meet in Goa at Christmas.  There, everybody met, we exchanged all our stories, “what have you been doing?”  And party together (Goa Gil 1997b).

The common musical activity which took place as a focus for social congregation was originally of the 1960’s psychedelic rock and roll model, a format that had already been developing in the West, most notably in the San Francisco Haight Ashbury movement.  The continued enactment of this musical activity and its gradual stylistic evolution is what resulted in the current format of electronic Goa trance music.  As Goa Gil remembers,

And there (in Goa) we kind of continued on what we had been doing here (in the West) and in the beginning it was very similar to what we had been doing here and we made a stage on the beach, we got some equipment, we had like five bands or something. We'd play all night long and then as we went through all the kind of music from the '60's San Francisco sound and then through jazz fusion and then through reggae and all this kind of thing. 
And then by 1980 me, myself as a musician, I was kind of running that whole scene and I had been a musician all my life, I started to get tired of that and I started to hear the first experimental electronic dance music coming in from Europe, that people started to bring me some tapes of.  And then I got so much in to it I started to make party all night long just DJing this kind of music (Goa Gil 1995).

While the music currently being produced as “Goa trance” is almost entirely created outside of India, its stylistic developments were fundamentally guided by the musical innovations that took place in Goa itself:

‘83/ ‘84 was the beginning -- by that time, these were the parties where we started to even play electronic dance music all night long, and have blacklights and fluorescent paintings; this thing that has evolved till now…. In those days, to make a whole night required cutup
. There was a lot of records that had really great music, but then it would have some singing, or something that was really horrible -- many records like that-- but that had these really radical synthesizers and drum machines. In those days, we used to record just the good parts of the record to a cassette. And then with 2 Walkman Professionals, I used to make another tape with stop and start, and arrange the good parts in different sequences, and make my own mixes with a lot of cutup (Goa Gil 1997b). 

Soon a dialogue began to take place between the music being produced in the West and the alterations being applied to it in Goa.  Traveler musicians, picking up on the types of musical innovations taking place in Goa, began producing music in Europe which would better fit the “Goa” aesthetic.

Then a lot of people heard these, would go to the parties, dance all night and they started to go back to Europe and make music which fit for our party completely. And in this way the whole thing has expanded and grown to where you have the kind of what you call Goa trance music today (Goa Gil 1995). 

The music of “psychedelic trance,” in its current form, is a computer generated 4/4 beat with a usual rate between 130 and 150 beats per minute.  Cole and Hannon report that, 

Goa Trance is best described as a psychedelic dance music.  In Goa, India, the main dance drug is LSD.  Needless to say, the music and its composers take full advantage of this, constructing each song with a complex weaving of synth, 303 and analog noises into a powerful Kaleidoscopic tapestry of sound.  Then add to this strange samples from films and other sources, and whooshes and bleeps that further stimulate the psychoactive mind.  The beat is a steady 4/4 kick but is often hidden deep within the twirling array of analog sounds.  Much of the melody comes with a constant barrage of evolving 16th or 32nd note sound streams (1996).

While a verbal description of music is obviously impossible, from the perspective of a socio-historical analysis, it may be commented that the new format of music continued to serve as a basic instrument of social identity.  It continued to occupy people’s conception of themselves and the society they were creating.  In the words of Ray Castle, an early Goa DJ, “Goa was a kind of fraternity of obscure, weird psychedelic music collectors getting together…and sharing each other’s music, exchanging it, copying it, and then making parties out of it (Cole 3).  Not only did music occupy one of the main concerns and activities for the members of this society, it also increasingly served an emblematic function for the community; the music represented the social state of the community itself.  According to an e-mail interview with Goa Gil, the new wave of electronic music was,

Music that reflected the times we were living in perfectly!!! The combination of the tribal drum patterns with the almost alien sounding synths and samples... it was kind of like... Ancient + Future = Now... so we collected as much of that kind of synthesizer-drum machine music as we could, as we went crazy for that sound!!! (Goa Gil 2001d)

It could be said that for a society of modern Westerners on a search for ancient Eastern spiritual knowledge, this developing style of music was all but a sonic totem.  It helped to both define the society as well as create it.  One recent party participant remarked:

Especially because of the nature of this particular culture,… the music has this powerful place because the identities that people construct for themselves are of these party people who go to these parties to expand consciousness... (Rasenick 2002).

As reflected in the above quote, closely linked to the social identity constructed and expressed through music is the identity provided by the way this music is received: “partying” or, more specifically, communal dancing.
  The style of dancing which marks the trance party is, as its name suggests, trance-like.  A journalist notes the essential continuity between the ‘60s psychedelic rock model of musical reception and that which he saw in Goa, describing Goa dancers “at the edge of their bodies, ceaselessly flowing, like Deadheads bonedancing in overdrive” (Davis 1).  The trance dance involves individual dancing, though necessarily in a group, and may best be described as “ecstatic.”  A first time participant remarked that,

people were moving the same way I have seen members of those Southern Baptist gatherings move during song-sermons, the same way Haitians move during voodoo spell castings, the way people move who have let go of themselves and are moving with the energy of the higher power they seek (Walker 2001).

Perhaps a more adequate description could be reached by mixing the above image with that given in a Seattle Post newspaper article: “Trancers…stomp and twirl with the stamina of 20 aerobics instructors” (Benedetti 3).  

A historical continuity through the culture of the ‘60’s is also evident in the general approach of the trance dance.  The musical style of improvised psychedelic rock and roll, marked by extended free form instrumental “jamming,” is inextricably related to the format in which it is received: continuous improvised dancing.  This became an important mechanism itself for guiding the development of music in Goa.  Musical choices were dictated by the fact that “we had a whole concept about making a party and we'd trim the songs to fit our concept” (Goa Gil 1995).  This is significant in that the idea that evolutions in musical style are but twists placed on a fundamentally unchanging format of musical reception is a deeply engrained component of the trance culture narrative.  It gives the culture a sense of historical continuity.  Significantly, this narrative encompasses far more than the tradition of the ‘60s: it describes an essential link between its own mode of musical reception and that of primordial man:

Like how in San Francisco through what they called the “Dance Concerts” that the Family Dog did with light shows and Big Brother and Grateful Dead...  We used to spread the vibe and turn people on.  Light and sound could really… take people to other places.  This has never changed.  This goes back to the beginning of time.  Since the beginning of time mankind has used music and dance to commune with the spirit of nature and the spirit of the universe.  So we’re just doing the same thing, for this age (Goa Gil 2001c).  


The use of psychedelic drugs is another force of social adhesion in the “trance society” and is based in the same historical trajectory as the rest of its culture.  The evolutions that took place in the society’s music and style of gathering did so under the umbrella of the psychedelic influence: from “psychedelic rock” to “psychedelic trance.”  While most participants, including Goa Gil, would agree that the use of drugs is not a requisite for true party participation, the effect of LSD on the party phenomena is extensive.  Cole and Hannan argue that even “the quest for ‘weird psychedelic music’ was inspired and facilitated by the use of LSD, the drug which has become intimately linked to Goa Trance parties” (3).  

The experience of LSD is such that to undergo it is somewhat akin to being introduced, or “initiated” into another reality (Blum 284).  As such, there is a sense among its users that they have all been “initiated” into the same thing: a reality known only to an elect few.  Richard Blum argues that this quality of the psychedelic experience is the basis for a strong social bond among its users:

It is clearly demonstrated that LSD use is a social phenomenon.  The drug is given by one person to another along predictable lines of association and role relationship…  Afterward, those who continue the use of or interest in the drug do so in association with like-minded persons and do form social groups based upon the shared experience and developing interests (271).

There are even understood to be logically inferred moral, aesthetic or philosophical values associated with the reality revealed to the psychedelic user.  Blum argues that these “values associated with LSD, and the group using the drug, are the basis for the ethnocentric ‘we-they’ contrast” (72), resulting in “the re-establishment of the ethic of brotherhood” (ibid. 284).  That this type of value system also helps to define the Goa Trance community, as well as reinforcing its sense of historical continuity, is evident in Goa Gil’s narrative:

 You’ve gotta live the life, and you’ve gotta be a brother. You’ve gotta do what you say... There’s a certain honor code.  But that was already there in the ‘60’s (Goa Gil 1997b).

However, the existence of a defining “psychedelic ethic” does not mean that the psychedelic experience itself dictates an individual’s inclusion or exclusion from the ethnocentric social group.  While the values of the “trance society” may be greatly influenced by psychedelics, and while the psychedelic experience may have played a primary role in bringing together individuals who embraced these values, it is allegiance to the values themselves, not drug ingestion, which marks membership in the society.  Blum observes: 

It is apparent that one can show the signs of membership in what an observer would call a drug using group without having to take drugs or, at least, taking them very often… What is implied is that association is a matter of beliefs, interpersonal contacts, and a way of life, not necessarily depending on drug use itself, especially not on regular use (73).

This is all the more so because the “psychedelic ethic” is not nearly as based in the drug state itself as it is with perceptions of reality gained through drug induced visions.
  That the psychedelic experience provoked questions about reality is witnessed in the widespread interest it spawned in Eastern religions: “never before have themes from Asian religion penetrated mass culture as they did in the psychedelic explosion of the late 1960’s” (Glock 1).    Those who became interested in spiritual traditions as a reaction to the psychedelic experience were becoming so because they placed the crux of the experience in a revealed “reality” and not in a chemically induced pleasure.  For one thing, this allowed the parameters of its society to be defined in terms of ethic rather than drugs.  More significantly it encouraged its users and their like-minded friends to search and eventually adopt religious narratives which could comprehensively describe and understand the reality observed during the psychedelic experience.  This would eventually become a major source of social solidarity in itself.  The narrative of Swami Chaitanya, an India traveler, party participant, Goa resident and Western Hindu priest is a case in point:

There is a connection also between psychedelic drugs and yoga, believe it or not.  Many of the people who were taking psychedelic drugs in the ‘60s were doing it with a sense of exploration.  Exploring the consciousness of the mind, the hidden parts of the mind, the unconscious the subconscious...  At a certain point we began to ask where is reality?  What is real?  You know?  I take this little pill and all of a sudden I see something completely different when I’m looking at this table.  And so what level of consciousness is this?  And then it turns out that there are disciplines that have been practiced for thousands of years, not just in India but primarily in India, that also enable you to get to other states of consciousness (Chaitanya cited in Last Hippy Standing 2000).

Eastern spiritual traditions seemed to provide explanations to the psychedelic experience in a way unmatched by Western science or religion.  This sentiment was typified by “The best-known of the psychedelic popularizers, psychologists Richard Alpert and Timothy Leary” (Robbins 2),  “researchers at Harvard who had searched the scientific literature in vain” (Fields 1996), and to whom “it was obvious that the scriptures of Buddhism (and Hinduism) contained descriptions that matched what they had seen and felt” (ibid. 1996).  As Gary Snyder remarked,

those who… think a great deal about the wisdom traditions, have remarkable results when they take LSD.  The Bhagavad-Gita, the Hindu Mythologies, the Serpent Power, the Lankavatara Sutra, the Upanishads, the Hevajra Tantra, the Mahanirvana Tantra, to name a few texts, become, they say, finally clear to them.  They often feel that they must radically reorganize their lives to harmonize with such insights (Snyder cited in Fields, 1996).
In the ‘60s, not only were people playing psychedelic music and going to psychedelic “dance concerts”, but also because of the nature of the psychedelic experience, they were encountering metaphysical questions, and seeking their answers in Eastern religious narratives.  

Needless to say, this was the direct cause behind the single most definitive feature of what would become Goa trance society: their transposition into the background of India and adoption of Hindu elements.  Bellah claims that “The effervescent phase of the counterculture – its radical psychedelic outpouring – had passed by about 1971” (Bellah 77).  This gave rise to a variety of what he calls “successor movements” during the ‘70s: new religious movements, cult formations and country communes.  In addition to those which flowered in the West, however, there was a “successor movement” far less visible to Western scholarship, comprised of those who left the West all together.  As Goa Gil recalls: 

Sixty-nine, Nixon was President, Reagan was Governor of California, Altamont, Kent State. The negative side came down. They said "we have to stop this thing."…  So then many people decided, just with the timing, cosmic timing, many people from many different countries decided… to split (from the West), and (they) headed for India on a spiritual journey, seeking spirituality and some sort of enlightenment…  All these people met on the way traveling overland (and) became like a tribe.  The Jetset Gypsies or the Nomads”  (Goa Gil 1997b).

The movement of these members to India strengthened the already existent socio-cultural bond between them on a number of grounds.  For one, it became an exclusive group of “hard core” hippies especially gripped by the psychedelic experience and the Eastern religious narratives with which it was associated.  This group also gathered by “word-of-mouth,” so that they were comprised of “friends and friends’ friends,” resulting in a social group of homogenized values.  The move to India also upgraded the scale of the “ethic” and Eastern influenced cultural narrative as its members collectively pursued Indian religious knowledge in more depth.  Finally, it placed them in a foreign country, unifying them on linguistic and cultural grounds in a much tighter way than possible in the West.  Goa Gil recounts the creation of a tight social mindset resulting from these conditions:

We came there and developed this whole kind of new consciousness by absorbing all the spiritual practices of the East and having direct initiations and doing all kind of practices, (and) we created a kind of new state of mind.  The Goa state of mind (Goa Gil 2001c). 

All this strengthened what was already a palpable social unit, the “hippies,” and made the society increasingly tribe-like:  

The Goa people in the early days, the early 70’s, we had a real tribal sense, you know, because there were so few of us and at that time to get to Goa you really had to travel hard.  It wasn’t like you just flew into Goa, you know, most people traveled over land.  By the time you got to Goa you’d already been through so much…. It was a real tribal thing because so few people actually made it (Chaitanya 2001).

Not only was the “spiritual hippie” community able to congregate in Goa as a highly defined social group, they were also able to enact their own culture in whatever form they chose.  Goa’s 450 year history as a Portuguese colony (returned to India in 1962) made its people tolerant towards unusual Western ways compared to the rest of India.  With its tropical beaches and relaxed social atmosphere, it was an ideal oasis for the hippie community - those elect members who made it through the challenges of traveling over land to India.  A Western resident of Goa remarks:

The people… found it sort of like a sanctuary.  A place where you could relax and do your thing compared to say Iran or Afghanistan or Pakistan or even Northern India where there is so much social pressure…  Those who made it were kind of special people who’d had to endure all sorts of travel on the road, dysentery, rip-offs all these kinds of things.  And finally getting to Goa, it was like an Oasis.  And people just let us do our thing (Chaitanya 2001).  

The result was the very conducive situation met in Goa for the evolution of what had already begun to form in the 1960’s psychedelic movement: a counterculture society of spiritual seekers and psychedelic music aficionados.  As Goa Gil remembers, 

We made our own society… At first we used to arrive and rent a house for a month or two while we went there at Christmas, New Year.  But then, people saw it was such a nice place and people started to even rent the houses by the year.  A lot of people started to spend long periods of time there, and even live there.  A whole scene…. We created a lifestyle that was the best of the East and the best of the West.  It was the best of the East because we had the simple village life, close to nature.  It was still very jungly then.  We also assimilated the spiritual traditions of the East and lived this way.  Best of the West because we had our art, our ideas and our music.  And there, the two things synthesized with international input, because young people, or like-minded people, not necessarily young, from every country in the world, started coming there (Goa Gil 1997b).

This society began to enact in Goa what was already a “secular ritual” for them in the West; the psychedelic musical gatherings.  For this society of spiritual seekers, however, there was an increased emphasis on the “spiritual” dimensions of their music and gatherings:

We used to have full moon parties in Goa. So, because it was India and because everybody there was kind of sort of at least spiritually questing in some way, and looking and seeing and visiting temples and guru’s and so on, the full moon parties became sort of a rudimentary spiritual celebration (Chaitanya 2001).

Spiritual narratives and vocabulary were employed to explain and understand the gatherings:

In India because we came over land and everybody was on a spiritual trip we kind of used the music and dance to evoke a cosmic shakti or cosmic consciousness and try to bring that consciousness to earth through the music and dance (Goa Gil 1995).

In this way, the cultural/geographic context of India proceeded to provide an extensive influence over this subgroup of hippies and their activities.  Furthermore, the various social authorities that were responsible for exterminating the psychedelic movement in the West – government, media and popular culture – did not have access to this remote unknown hippie outpost.  Consequently, the activities which worried mainstream society so much, this “radical psychedelic outpouring,” were able to continue unnoticed and unhindered.  The Goa phenomenon was a “successor movement” particularly able to preserve the controversial social practices of the ‘60s, while also adding to it a host of adhesion-strengthening social characteristics:

So I like to say that the psychedelic revolution never stopped, but just had to travel half way around the world to the end of a dirt road on a deserted beach where it was allowed to mutate and grow without government or media pressures.  And then it evolved into this new equation, which was more palpable for the 80’s and 90’s and 21st century as it grew into it and evolved.  And then it spread back around the world (Goa Gil 1997b).

What continued to be enacted at “the end of a dirt road on a deserted beach” in India was the supportive activities for the continuation of the “hippie” social group.  As Flexner notes of hippies,

Their most notable area of cultural expression was the music scene, alternative living in communes, and the pursuit of mind expansion and broader consciousness through eastern religions or mind expanding psychedelic drugs (221).

In the context of India, an intensified celebration of each one of these elements was possible.  The parties themselves were a periodic gathering in which they were celebrated with yet more intensity.  As such, all the major variables that describe the party situation can be seen as mechanisms that shape and propagate a certain social identity.  

Emile Durkheim made the argument that this function was precisely what qualified a social act to be classified as ritual.  In his study of Australian aborigines, Durkheim distinguished between two phases of social being: 

In one phase, the population is scattered in small groups that attend to their occupations independently… In the other phase, by contrast, the population comes together, concentrating itself at specified places for a period that varies from several days to several months (1912, 216).

These two phases stood in the starkest contrast to one another, so much so that Durkheim applied the term “sacred” to all thoughts and acts that were concerned with collectivity, and “profane” to those concerns of a purely individual domain.  The quintessential act of elementary religion, he concluded, was the congregation of a society and their enactment of “collective effervescence.”  Through congregating and expressing cultural motifs in a collective way, “the myth of cultural unity and social continuity, the myth of unchanging common tradition, the myth of shared belief” (Moore 7) could be renewed and reinstated.  


The applicability of this conceptual model to the society of nomadic, psychedelic, spiritual, party-goers is obvious.  Indeed, Durkheim’s description of an aboriginal corraboree is all but identical, even in appearance, to a Goa style trance party:

From every side there are nothing but wild movements, shouts, downright howls, and deafening noises of all kinds that further intensify the state they are expressing.  Probably because a collective emotion cannot be expressed collectively without some order that permits harmony and unison of movement, these gestures and cries tend to fall into rhythm and regularity and from there into songs and dances.  The human voice is inadequate to the task and is given artificial reinforcement: boomerangs are knocked against one another; bull roarers are whirled (Durkheim 1912, 218).

The main difference between the aboriginal and the “psychedelic” corraborees, at least in their external form, seem to be that one uses electronic sound systems, while the other uses boomerangs.  As such, the very format of gathering that psychedelic music and dancing gives rise to, may seem from a Durkheimian perspective, to constitute a primordial religious act.  


However, this analysis of ritual cannot wholly be transplanted into modern society.  If effervescence were analogous with ritual, much of modern social life would fit the definition.  While some scholars have argued that ritual dimensions exist in activities “ranging from coronations, to funerals, Christmas, dances, football, theatre, gymnastics, brass-bands, pop festivals, to student demonstrations,”(Goody cited in Moore 26), Jack Goody effectively terminates such careless uses of the term by pointing out that: 

We then have a category that includes almost all action that is standardized in some way or other, and we then have to begin all over again breaking it down into some more meaningful categories (Cited in Moore 27).  

Durkheim is in essential agreement with Goody on this point, given the situation of modernity.  He points out that in modern society, “there is a decreasing number of collective beliefs and sentiments which are both collective enough and strong enough to take on a religious character” (Durkheim 1893, 169).  His model of ritual works for the aboriginal situation only because their people had no choice about the society they belonged to, and because they belonged to it in a way that engaged their identity, beliefs and sentiments in a total way.  They believed in the same myths, they possessed the same ancestors and they sang the same songs because there was no other alternative.  Durkheim’s argument that,

the rites and collective representations of the aborigines symbolized the social cohesion of their assembled groups and simultaneously acted as a vehicle for bringing about that very social solidarity (Moore 5)  

rested on a circularity which presupposes “temporal priority of existing social relationships and cultural forms” (Moore 5).  Social solidarity must already be there in a significantly pronounced way for the theory to apply, though it may be hidden for most of the time under the chores of everyday life.  


From the perspective of modernity, this situation is almost impossible to achieve.  While long existing religions, or even religions which demand of its members an adherence to defined values, sentiments and identities may be able to draw from such a Durkheimian view, it is difficult to equate a social group of people gathered on the grounds of shared musical and cultural tastes and equate their communion with religion.  Whether their latent solidarity was pronounced enough to warrant such application remains indeterminable.  

Sally Moore, however, argues that while Durkheim considered the inadequacy of the modern situation to give rise to a specifically “sacred” effervescence, he “did not explore at any length what ceremony might be or create in secular contexts or in heterogeneous and changing societies full of skeptics” (Moore 6).  Moore cites the function of “celebration” to be of two-fold.  Not only does it serve as a stimulant of collective effervescence, as Durkheim recognized, it also serves as a “traditionalizing instrument” or force for creating the necessary context for ritual: a society with traditions.  In modern society, celebrations bring people together on grounds of commonality.  They have the power to create sub-societies whose members may be more akin to one another than to other members of the larger society:

Secular ceremonies and rituals… are indicators of islands of collective ‘beliefs and sentiments’ in seas of heterogeneity.  In a complex specialized and differentiated society, (they) are often used to show a limited commonality, or even to create it (Moore 6).

Moore’s analysis applies to all kinds of social phenomena, including what Jack Goody dismisses as non-ritual.  She recognizes in them the same social qualities that help to propagate “ritual.”  As such, she calls them “secular ritual,” emphasizing both the ritual aspects as well as their distinction from other “religious” or “tribal” rituals.  

If we follow Moore in recognizing progressive degree’s of ritual, existing in situations of collectivity where levels of cohesion varies significantly, we can see that the trance culture represents the highest degrees of unity possible in a modern non-religious collectivity.  Not only did party elements create a strongly defined “island of collective ‘beliefs and sentiments,’” in the form of hippies, but also its socio-historical circumstances eventually isolated that “island” in India so as to define it in the most vivid terms possible.  They possessed, as a result of the elements combined in their “parties,” “the very messages that many rituals are designed to propagate: the myth of cultural unity and social continuity, the myth of unchanging common tradition, the myth of shared belief” (Moore 7).  

In the Mooreian view, the psychedelic trance party must be seen as a well-ripened version of “secular effervescence,” very much on the border with genuine “tribal ritual.”  Only its outcome from modernism, combined with its inability to be definitively classified with an established religion keeps it from being accepted as a Durkheimian ritual par excellence.  The way in which it has been able to create a coherent society of such a defined character is testimony to Moore’s observations that celebration, indeed, has the ability to create communities.  Whether the activities of such modern communities can be classified as “ritual” is simply un-conclusive on Durkheimian theoretical grounds.  The argument concerning the “ritual value” of the trance party must simply recognize the social dynamics at work as an important component of its function.   For a definitive explication of its qualities as ritual, however, other theoretical systems able to take into consideration its more specific methods and qualities must be employed.

    Chapter Two

Ritual Structure:

The Goa Gil Trance Dance Initiation Party as a Rite de Passage
It wasn’t a party.  Don’t call it that.  It’s an experience, it’s a journey, and it was the best journey of my life basically.  It was like the best trip that I’ve ever taken and I didn’t even have to go anywhere.  


-Rebecca Preciado: impressions from her first Goa Gil party in 2001

While collective effervescence and a general sense of community are important parts of all Goa trance parties, not all of them exhibit characteristics which may be understood as specific to ritual.  Each DJ exhibits different methods and intentions, and can create significantly different events even while playing the same genre of music.  Accordingly, I have grounded my focus for an analysis of the ritual elements in Goa trance parties to those enacted by a single DJ, Goa Gil.  Now age 50, Goa Gil travels the globe engaged in a project which he calls “Redefining the Ancient Tribal Ritual for the 21st Century.”  This title is in reference to his work as a party vortex and DJ, attempting to recast the traditional ritual initiations that he received as a Hindu Sadhu into a form that can be accessed by members of modern society.  He currently plays DJ sets of seldom less than 18 hours straight every weekend of the European summers, and divides the rest of his time between the US and India where he also frequently DJs.  In the following chapter I will argue that Goa Gil uses the modern equivalent of the age-old tools of the religious trade to forge a phenomena characterized by what Victor Turner terms “ritual structure”.  I will be citing these tools as well as the structure that they are used to create and will argue that the “Goa Gil Trance Dance Initiation” is a successful modern manifestation of the timeless human phenomena of ritual. 

What I am attempting is not simply a regurgitation of the participants’ theology which understands these parties to be ritual.  Nor will I be equating ritual with secular celebration.  My project is, rather, an investigation into the myriad elements that create a Goa Gil trance party and an understanding of their use in a larger structural framework.  I will show that the emic
 self-designation of the term “ritual” is largely contingent upon this structure which, being consistent with certain established scholarly theories of ritual, can serve as the foundation for an etic understanding of the phenomena as well.  It will be an exposition of “how” these parties are ritual, viewed through an understanding of ritual structure, not just that they “are” ritual as their participants claim.

However, to analyze “how” something is ritual presupposes, first and foremost, that the phenomenon is ritual to begin with.  The anomalous nature of this “ritual” poses a problem in this regard.  The initial assumed correlation between the phenomena of study and the term used to describe it (in this case “ritual”), is a semantic luxury, difficult to afford in the case of the psychedelic trance party.  Perhaps due to its familiar modern setting, or to its relative similarity to more common events like rock concerts or raves, there is a well justified aversion to the assumption, even semantically, that these “parties” are in fact “ritual” at all.  Even the Durkheimian analysis of chapter one is not able to distinguish between these types of “celebrations” and the “ritual” that the trance party claims to be.  For this reason, it is not good enough that I simply interpret the structures and elements of this “ritual”, for I must also argue that it is ritual to begin with.  

This challenge poses the seeming difficulty and circularity of needing to understand the mechanisms of an object which has yet to be defined.  I can neither rest on a sanctioned definition of ritual to which the phenomenon can be assumed to fit, nor analyze the structure of the phenomenon without making “choices about what to include and what to exclude” (Hanegraaff 8) from its description; a process which inevitably finds recourse in an initial assumption about it possessing the elements that define “ritual.”  


Wouter Hanegraaff cites this problem as characteristic of studying modern or new age forms of religion, pointing out that the problem is only perceived due to a misunderstanding of the usual approach by which all objects of study are defined (8).  In cases of phenomena which clearly fit within the boundaries of a descriptive term, it is easy to assume an “analytical process” of definition where the object is analyzed from the perspective of the unquestionable meaning of its descriptive term.  J.A.M. Snoek points out that this is a false understanding of the actual process of investigation, which, in reality, is almost always “dialectical”:  

In most cases we deal with terms that already exist in our language, and have some meaning there, though this meaning be vague and ambiguous.  When we start investigating a subject, we cannot but approach it with this vague “essential-intuitional” concept in mind.  Such a preliminary study enables us to better formulate our impression of what we are dealing with.  In later work, we state this as a definition at the beginning showing clearly what it is that we intend to investigate further.  This subsequent research may lead to a still more refined definition, and so forth.  However, such an approach would be sterile if we regard the definitions from which we start as uncrossable barriers.  Most progress in insight is often reached precisely by studying border-line cases, explicitly allowing for adjustment of the originally assumed border (9).

The present study is precisely such a border-line case, in which the contents of its investigation will, in fact, shape the definition of the term being used to understand it.  This will come about through a dialectical process between the emic and etic understandings of the term “ritual,” in which the borders of the etic description will inevitably be adjusted and enriched over the course of the study.  The “essential-intuition” or loose etic definition with which we start will be the general theory of ritual set forth by Victor Turner and commented on by others, a theory which concentrates on the progression of structure within the ritual setting.  In this way it will be possible to simultaneously investigate and define, guided by Turnerian theory, the structures at work within the Goa Gil trance party that are responsible for its quality of ritual.

Victor Turner’s theory of ritual is best understood in reference to two terms: Liminality and Communitas.  These terms are founded on the idea that society has two very distinct and opposite modes of being: one structured
 and another structureless.  While society usually functions in the structured mode, it creates for itself the occasional rupture in which the structureless is experienced.  Rituals are the system of rites by which this structureless social state is created and orchestrated.  Liminality and communitas describe, respectively, the individual and communal manifestation of the anti-structural mode of social being that arises during ritual.  

On an individual level, liminality is the state that follows the, “Detachment of the individual or group either from an earlier fixed point in the social structure, from a set of cultural conditions, or from both” (Turner 94).  Its result is an individual who lacks reference points: not only does his position in the structure of society become ambiguous, the entire matrix upon which his individual identity rests changes or fades.  

The dynamic that this causes on a communal level is called communitas.  This is a social state in which structure vanishes, leaving the group without mechanisms with which to stratify itself.  It can culminate in a “communion of equal individuals who submit together to the general authority of the ritual elders,” (Turner 96) effectively dissolving even the mental boundaries that define individuals.  “As social organization may be destructured in ritual so may the identities of the participants themselves…. Indeed, the distinction between the social and experiential is surrendered, or even erased, in a general feeling of oneness with oneself, with the congregation, or with the cosmos” (Rappaport 220).  

The present thesis applies this theory, which gives an idea of what we will be looking for in the elements of the party which we think of as “ritual.”  Over the course of the study, this theory will be shaped and fortified by fitting specific observations into it, resulting in a comprehensive way of understanding the significant details of the phenomena as well as how those details are induced.  

Our subject of observation, more specifically, is an event professed to be “ritual,” and even an “initiation” by those who propagate it.  In the case of Goa Gil, this claim must be judged in light of the fact that he is an initiated Hindu sadhu, or “holy man”: someone to whom the process and implications of “initiation” or “ritual” are presumably meaningful.  He has been intimately involved in a traditional Hindu religious setting for over 30 years and held the seat of his deceased guru within the compound of the Juna Akara in the 2001 Maha Kumbha Mela
.  The implication here is that his position as a sadhu, and even guru, are not overnight concoctions or empty claims, but rather sanctioned, authoritative positions.  While this aspect of Goa Gil’s life, and how it plays into the particular ritual setting of the trance party, will be looked at in more detail in chapter 3, it seems appropriate that the reader take note of this situation at the outset since it is sufficiently able, in itself, to support the preliminary demarcation that his parties are, actually, “ritual.”  We can more comfortably investigate “how” these phenomena are ritual, without being as nervous about the inappropriateness of the initial assumptions that they “are.”

The idea of “Redefining the Ancient Tribal Ritual for the 21st Century” assumes a certain theory about the nature of ritual.  According to this theory, so it appears, ritual is understood to be carrying an essence within it; an essence that can be extracted from its temporal cultural framework and inserted into a “redefined” context.  It suggests that rituals throughout time and space have depended on such an essence, and that by the creation of proper conditions according to the specifications of a particular time and space, the same universal experience of the essence of ritual can be accessed.  

From the perspective of ritual studies, this claim amounts to something of a 911 call:  if it is not a hoax, it is big news.  Indeed ritual studies concerns, to a large extent, the nature of the frameworks and mechanisms, the essential elements, that go into creating ritual.  It is, in fact, by the presence of these essential elements that we identify ritual as such.  If Jack Goody’s argument that ritual is a “Western scholarly construct” (Goody cited in Moore 26) for which there is no descriptive term in the cultures that actually practice them is of any utility at all, it must be in the observation that Western scholarship does see an underlying connection between a certain type of widely varying phenomena spanning time and space.  It is this thing which we call ritual which is of interest here.  In the example of the Goa Gil Party, far from not having a word for ritual, we find an individual claiming to be enacting “Ritual,” and doing it by isolating the fundamental mechanisms which enable all ritual to take place, transplanting them into a modern relatively familiar social context.  The fact that Goa Gil is thoroughly versed in the rituals of a traditional religion, as well as a world traveler who takes interest in ritual where ever it can be observed, only adds to the intriguing nature of his claim.  Indeed, his relationship with the process of ritual occupies an interesting gray area between emic and etic, since his emic understanding of ritual is partly founded upon a quasi-etic account of general ritual structure.  As such, the “rituals” which he creates can be seen as a functional application of a structuralist theory of ritual.  It is a very fruitful ground for observation regarding ritual mechanics, since the phenomena translates so easily into etic language.  

What, then, is the emic understanding of this so-called “Ritual?”  How is it that an old sadhu, as well as countless participants around the globe, take an event in which hardly any words are exchanged and seriously think of it as a ritual in the religious vein?  What are the important factors in an event which allow it to adopt this title?  By what means is it achieved?    Finally, are the “ritual” elements of this event consistent with existing scholarship on the structure of ritual?  

To answer these questions, we must start by analyzing visible elements of the methods being employed which eventually lead to the perception of “ritual.”  It is important to emphasize that these elements are typically doorways that hide behind them multiple layers of devices, more invisible, that work towards a communal perception of ritual.  The process of investigation in this paper will be almost entirely a matter of identifying mechanisms, peeling them back to reveal their functional sub-mechanisms, and extending this process as far as is appropriate so as to give a better idea of the building blocks out of which a larger ritual structure is concocted.  In this manner I will investigate the major categories of the party situation: music, dance, space and time, drugs and visual decoration.  The role that the DJ might play outside the specific domain of music will be investigated thoroughly in chapter three.  

The categories of music and dance, the two most explicit activities in the trance party situation, overlap quite heavily.  Dance is created by the music so directly that it could be said the people who are creating the music are actually creating dance, which is the more final outcome of a chain of causes.  The playing of music in the party situation is simply the last step in a chain of steps, including all the steps of creating the music, which shares ‘dance’ as its common outcome.  Radcliffe-Brown recognized this dynamic in the rituals of the Andaman Islanders, observing that, “The dancing and singing and the marking of rhythm by clapping and by stamping on the sounding-board are all parts of the one common action in which all join and which for convenience is here spoken of as the dance” (247).  Nevertheless, music and dance can and must be investigated independently, though only with their deep connection in mind and with constant reference to one another.      

To this end, we will start with investigating dance, which inevitably carries more analyzable categories in a theory of ritual than does music.  In the following, dance will be investigated from the perspective of its functions as an agent of social synchronization; its neuro-biological effects including those involving the perception of time; its role in dissolving the line between audience and performer; and of its status as a form of “meditation” or “yoga” within the emic understanding of the practice.  

Perhaps the most straightforward and primary function of communal dance is its capacity to synchronize group behavior.  This, in fact, amounts to nothing more than its definition.  As Radcliffe-Brown pointed out, “The essential character of all dancing is that it is rhythmical, and it is fairly evident that the primary function of this rhythmical nature of the dance is to enable a number of persons to join in the same actions and perform them as one body” (247).  From the perspective of creating ritual, and especially communitas, this dynamic of dance is more than just useful: it is almost an end in itself.  As Roy Rappaport points out,

A sense of union is encouraged by the coordination of utterance and movement demanded of congregations in many rituals.  To sing with others, to move as they move in the performance of a ritual, is not merely to symbolize union.  It is in and of itself to reunite in the reproduction of a larger order….  The participants do not simply communicate to each other about that order but commune with each other within it…. It is of interest in this regard that the reunion of “mind,” “heart,” “body” and “society” may well be most fully realized in ritual dancing (220).

It is precisely this type of “ritual dancing” which is encouraged in the Trance Party, in which the feeling of union with the other members of the congregation and with the cosmos as a whole is precisely the intent of the orchestrators.  Creating the atmosphere of dance is the primary method of carrying out this orchestration, partly due to its ability to synchronize society into a singular system.  As Goa Gil is fond of saying,

When we dance, we go beyond thought, beyond mind, and beyond our own individuality to become one in the divine ecstasy of union with the Cosmic Spirit.  This is the essence of the trance dance experience (Goa Gil 2001a).

At least one of the important by-products of this consciously orchestrated feeling of one-ness resulting from communal dance is a personal experience consistently identified by Goa Gil as being of primary importance: that of self-surrender.  It is interesting to note that Radcliffe-Brown saw the same dynamic in the dance rituals of the Andaman Islanders:

Through the effect of rhythm the dance affords an experience of a constraint or force of a peculiar kind acting upon the individual and inducing in him when he yields himself to it a pleasure of self-surrender (249).

This state, though personal, is a state which is facilitated by the existence of something external on which to direct the surrender.  Providing the environment of communal dance amounts to providing a support for the invocation of that state.  The challenge of the DJ, then, is the challenge of providing the important musical mechanisms such that a state of “surrender” successfully manifests within the individuals of the community.  

While this state, once it fully manifests, is described as being pleasurable in the vein of Radcliffe-Brown’s observations of the Andamans, the process of inducing it is described as being riddled with challenges.  The entire event, especially the first half, is seen as a consistent effort to overcome the obstacles which hinder a successful “self-surrender” to take place.  Consider the following excerpt from an interview I conducted with Goa Gil in November 2001:

Gil:  (It) takes some time before you can get people to go through all their own little ego trips or their distractions and get them coming together all in one vibration so that they can open up and feel the Spirit… I like to put it in that you have to exorcise a lot of demons on the way before you can get them coming together all moving in one vibration.  It takes some time for them to come through that and surrender to the vibe and then join in the dance of oneness.  That’s why I like to play long too, because it takes people a really long time to come into it…  Surrender is a hard concept for most western minds, I would say… to completely let go and become one with the thing. 

M:  So that surrender experience, a certain experience around surrendering is the effect (of the party)?

Gil:  Well, yeah.  Because you have to surrender to the dance, and surrender to the vibe and go beyond your ego… For many people it takes a certain amount  - they have to go through some things before they get to that point somehow.

M:  And you cause, you partly cause those things to happen?

Gil:  Well, I try, I don’t know, just the fact of the thing going on and I start in a certain way and I try to bring all the people in and get them dancing and then keep them dancing so that they’ll have this experience (Goa Gil 2001a).

The activity of dance, then, is seen as the primary mechanism by which to overcome the difficulties standing between the individual and the experience of communion with the universe.  

Needless to say, the voyage that the DJ orchestrates into these states of communal dance unfolds in a certain way according to the DJ’s manipulation:  

When I say it’s not just a disco under the coconut trees, it’s an initiation, or it’s not just a party, that’s because when you dance, you become one with everything. …Then you stop thinking. You’re one with your body and one with the experience of what’s happening at that time, right? Now, if you get a guide who can keep you there one after another, taking it up and up,… then after awhile you go into a trance. He can take you beyond thought, beyond mind, beyond own-individuality, into this experience of freedom and this oneness in this kind of space. That’s the object of the thing (Goa Gil 1997b).

This process of being “taken” is, to a large degree, through the obstacles that separate normal experience from that of “surrender.”  Through the influence directed by the DJ, and in conjunction with the natural phases of the night as well as the phases of the LSD experience, the “voyage” that the dancer experiences from the state of ordinary experience through any personal obstacles and into the experience of “surrender” follows a structured trajectory.  The challenge of the surrender process, through the phases of the night, provides a dark period of struggle for which the party becomes a rite de passage, followed by the blissful “union with the cosmic spirit”(Goa Gil 2001a) as the morning dawns.  Swami Chaitanya, a party participant and initiated Hindu priest gives the following account:

Especially with Gil, there’s always that time late at night, before morning comes, 4 or 5 o’clock, where he starts playing heavy deep music.  And there’s a place where you’ve really got to work.  You’ve got to go inside, you’ve got to face up with your demons or your weaknesses, or whatever negativity you have, and somehow sort of deal with that in order to let it go.  You can be sort of weighted down at that point.  It’s heavy.  You’re depressed, you’re freaked, maybe you want to run away, or whatever it is, and that’s the point to work through and to focus on those elements in yourself and the negativity… because the barriers have been broken by the psychedelics, or by just the dance.  And so the deep things of your subconscious, because the rational mind has sort have been bypassed to a certain extent.  Those deeper things… can come out right into the front.  And then you can see that, Wow, there’s a strange place in me that I haven’t dealt with.  Something’s causing me a negativity or blockage or hang-up, and to try and deal with that through the music by just dancing it out in kind of like a dervish kind of frenzy.  Like I said before, like Zorba the Greek “aagh dancing to let the Spirit’s out” you know, just to get the negativity out and then you’re free, and then you can dance again and celebrate.  And then comes sunrise…  So you want that reaffirmation from the sun, that “hey life goes on”, it’s going to be beautiful and so on because you’re in the midst of this dark tunnel.  And so you have to work through, because you know it’s always darkest before the dawn.  It’s coldest just before the dawn.  And so that’s the phase you have to go through…  And that’s the thing that the real trancers know - you have to stay through the night to the daytime (Chaitanya 2001).

The recognition of this structure, both the phenomenal and psychological trajectories through the darkness of the night and into the daylight, and a participation in the passage through it is, in other words, the difference between “real” participation and a superficial presence.  It is possible, therefore, to go all the way to one of these parties and entirely miss the phenomena for what it is actually meant to be:

you know if you can not surrender yourself and become one with the energy that’s happening, then definitely it’s possible to miss it.  If you’re standing on the sidelines just criticizing everything or talking all the time, or this and that, and not coming into the energy, then it’s possible to miss it.  But I think most of the people who stick around for the whole party definitely get it most of the time.  And the ones who don’t get it leave, and then so the real people are left.  Because like I said, it’s not something that happens in 5 minutes.  It’s something that happens over the course of many hours.  So usually the people that miss it get bored and leave, leaving the people that get it and then it can go on and on and on and they can get it really strongly (Goa Gil 2001a).

Participation in the dance effectively ensures the individuals’ integration into the structural mechanisms which, through a process palpable to the participant, delivers an experience of “surrender.”   


This process of surrender, the emic crux of the party phenomena, also serves as the foundation upon which the concept of “initiation” is embraced, a major concept in Goa Gil’s personal understanding of the party situation, which he often refers to as a “trance dance initiation”:

I base my concept of what I’m doing also on traditional initiations, and most of the traditional initiations I either studied or read about or experienced or seen glimpses of in many different places of the world, I’ve always seen that they brought them through a dark kind of thing before they bring them into the full initiation.  So it goes through the dark to come to the light.  So I also do that (Goa Gil 2001a).

This structural process, as shown above, is made to engage experience through the practice of dancing, which is performed as an act of surrender to the music, the community, and to the individuals capacity of dance.
  This process, in the context of the initiation concept becomes articulated in the classic narrative of death and re-birth:

Until you can let go of yourself and let go of the ego and let go of the senses and let go of everything, and in a sense die and be reborn, how can you help to go anywhere? (Laughs)   And that’s what initiation is all about - dying and being reborn.  So I’m trying to give an initiation, which is in a way easy for the people, because all you’ve got to do is follow the beat and dance, and if you keep dancing, something is going to happen (Goa Gil 2001a).

Anthropologist Roy Rappaport cites Edmund Leach to the effect that evoking this re-birth concept, not just birth, is important in weaving the experience, “intrinsic to ritual’s form”, of “Eternity.”  In order to create “re-birth”, it is necessary to provide the structural grounds that evoke, before it, the image of death:

It is common to assert in ritual, tacitly if not explicitly, “that death and birth are the same thing – that birth follows death just as death follows birth… It is significant in this regard that representations of birth are common in rites of passage and that, of necessity, they generally follow representations of death.  If icons and symbols of birth were not preceded by those of death they could not represent rebirth (230).

While the psychological experience of Eternity will be elaborated upon later, it is noteworthy that it serves a central role in Goa Gil’s very definition of initiation:

Initiation to me is opening a door to another level of understanding and taking people through that door.  Being a facilitator for that; for people to have a brush with infinity or a meeting with infinity (Goa Gil 2001a).

Again, as cannot be over stressed, the process of initiation into this “infinity” experience is largely based on structural grounds, the same structure which is responsible for the  “surrender” experience to takes place, in which a dark, cold, “death” is followed by a warm, sun-rising “rebirth”:

And then when the light comes, then I bring it forth into the light and then of course, then it goes on for hours into a state of timelessness because then we’ve come through the dark into the light and everyone’s surrendered and become one with the dance and one with the vibe and…. Then I like to stretch that part as long as possible so that people can enjoy and really bathe in the energy, because once the power is evoked it’s nice to just bathe in that energy and be healed by that energy, and enjoy it as long as possible.  So that they’ll be able to have a good remembrance of it or a dose of it when they take it away.  When they go away maybe it will stick with them…. hopefully (Goa Gil 2001a).


Goa Gil’s terms “surrender”, “union with the cosmic spirit,” “initiation” and “meeting with infinity” can be seen as connected to the function of dance as an agent of social synchronization.  Phenomena which may better be articulated as concerning the “neuro-biological effects” of dancing have been quietly included along the way, though their neuro-biological causes have not been emphasized.  Needless to say, any effects of dancing arising from social synchronization take place in conversation with a biological system which is being bombarded with music, drugs, cold nights or sunshine.  While the effects pertaining to each of these specific stimuli must await their turn for treatment, the physical act of dancing itself is not least among those causes of neuro-biological effects.  While these direct physical results of dancing are hardly understood in their entirety, a few observations and comments are more than appropriate.


Roy Rappaport, in his discussion of “time out of time,” or what has been referred to by Goa Gil as moments of “timelessness,” cites frequency and tempo as directly intervening with the biological perception of time.  He argues that the human mind breaks down time, conceived of in terms of frequency, into three general classifications which he follows Herbert Simon in labeling “organic time,” “social time” and “cosmic time” (Rappaport 222).  Organic time is the approximate “temporal region characteristic of such physiological processes as breathing, the circulation of blood, the secretion of hormones, the reactions of nerves and of some related psychic processes, such as fluctuations of emotion, mood and attitude….(such a value would probably be in the neighborhood of a second or less)” (ibid. 223).  Cosmic time, on the other hand, is a temporal value “corresponding to a society’s historical memory….For Western civilization it approaches 5000 years” (ibid. 223).  Social time is the temporal region between organic and cosmic “within which mundane social life proceeds through minutes, days, months, years and lifetimes…the region within which mundane social interactions seem largely to be played out” (ibid. 224).  

Rappaport argues that ritual mechanisms, most notoriously dancing, are able to physically extract individuals out of the temporal frequency of the social and into that of the organic:

The tempos responsible for coordinating ritual singing, chanting and dancing are typically more rapid than those characteristic of ordinary social interaction, thus producing a synchronization much tighter than is usual in mundane social activity.  The tempos…may be more characteristic of organic than social processes (227).

This shift of the participants state of temporal awareness from the social to organic frequency, however, also entails a simultaneous perception of cosmic time:

The entire congregation, as its actions become more highly coordinated, moves, as a unified whole, across the temporal border, so to speak, from the social into the organic temporal region…. But the pattern of the actions specified by the liturgy’s canon is invariant, and thus may be understood to be never-changing  (Rappaport 224).

In other words, entrance into organic time is marked also by an entrance into the systems of rites which are causing the organic time, rites which are, themselves, older than the society’s historical memory.  In the case of the trance community, this memory extends back as far as archeological knowledge will permit, since members of this culture typically identify with almost all civilizations and especially tribal ones
.  The “canon” which outlasts this most monumental test of time is, of course, none other than beat driven dancing itself.  Not only do the beats stay constant throughout the party, giving rise to a sense of changelessness, but the event is marked by a feeling that similar activities revolving around similar beats have been going on since time immemorium: 

 Thus, the order to which the congregation is at high frequency conforming is of the low frequency region, the region of the apparently immutable.  At one and the same moment the congregation moves out of social time toward both the organic and the cosmic, toward both the quick and the changeless (Rappaport 224).

Thus, we see again, the emergence of the “eternity” experience being provided by the mechanisms inherent in ritual dancing.


There are further ways in which frequency can have a direct effect upon participants.  Rappaport argues that, 

When a group conducts itself in conformity to a rhythmic tempo of organic frequency, for instance that of drumming, it may seem to be an organism to the organisms composing it and they each may seem to themselves to be its cells (225).

I would add, drawing on my own observation, that the nature of the organism which participants seem to become cells of is characterized, not by social time as most organisms are, but rather by “cosmic” time.  This is to say that its entry into the communal relationship of organic frequency, the timeless act of dance, which seems to unite participants into a single system or organism, is itself perceived by participants to be beyond the clutches of time: a cosmic mind, or even God.  

Everything starts to move in One Vibration, and it is as if a Cosmic Mind has come over the party and everyone becomes a part of It (Goa Gil 2001e).

The idea that peoples throughout the ages have visited the same “time out of time”, and through similar rites involving beats of organic frequency, gives a sense of participation in a timeless mode of being - the “Ancient Tribal Ritual.” 

[We] are coming to these rituals in the same spirit that the ancients came to these rituals to use music and dance to commune with the Cosmic Spirit, and the spirit of nature and the Spirit which is behind nature and the Cosmic Mind, and the Cosmic Being which exists within everything – God.   Whatever you want to call it (Goa Gil 2001a).

At the heart of our analysis of the links between religious experience and the neuro-physiological makeup of the human organism is the participants’ idea that dancing is, itself, a form of yoga or meditation.  Consider the following quote by Swami Chaitanya:

Just to be able to dance all night is a form of Yoga.  Because it’s difficult and you’ve got to keep your concentration and you’ve got to keep your energy, and at the same time, you have to let go.  You have to let go of your physical and your mental limitations and structures and just flow with it.  And when that happens, then the music can carry you, the rhythm and so on.  At some point you’re sort of tired and flagging down and all of a sudden then the music comes along, surges you along and sort of carries you along, and you can dance for another hour.  I mean you were just exhausted, your legs couldn’t move and then boom all of a sudden the music carries you up and then you just float along and it’s effortless, right?  The trance. …  So when you plug into that, you plug into Divine Spiritual Energy.  Through the music, and then you just ride it.  And you’re energized (Chaitanya 2001).

Two totally separate observations could be made in regards to this account: one an analysis of the relationship between dancing and human energy levels, another regarding the dynamic of “letting go” in dancing.  Radcliffe-Brown identifies the property of rhythm to access hidden sources of energy as one of its most notable characteristics:

A second effect of the rhythm of the dance is due to the well-known fact that a series of actions performed rhythmically produces very much less fatigue than actions not rhythmical requiring the same expenditure of muscular energy.  So the dancer feels that in and through the dance he obtains such an increase of his personal energy that he is able to accomplish strenuous exertions with a minimum of fatigue (250).

He follows this observation, made in 1908, with a comment well deserved of the Trance Dance as well: “I have known a dance to be continued for seven or eight hours, each dancer taking only short periods of rest; and it must be remembered that the Andamanese dance is more strenuous than our ball-room dances” (Radcliffe-Brown 250).  Rappaport gives a strictly physiological explanation of such events, which, though largely based on informed speculation, brings up some important ideas about the hidden dimensions of the human body which may be accessed during ritual:

It is of importance, first, that the biological effects of participation in ritual are not limited to brain functions.  The nervous system as a whole is affected, and so may the viscera and striated muscles…  The effects may not even originate in the nervous system.   Sustained movement, as in dance, may stimulate proprioceptors in the muscles, tendons and joints, and excitement may thus seem to rise from the organisms least conscious depths into its fully conscious awareness (228). 

He goes on to investigate a myriad of different physical functions, much too medically specialized to repeat here, and equally speculative, but nevertheless intriguing.  Of relevance for our purposes is simply that, regardless of the precise physical causes, the ritual setting is certainly engaging the neuro-biological system in its entirety, with the result of palpable physical effects.  During such effects as heightened energy or the release of unexpected energy, it is easy to feel the presence of a supernatural support, or of a hidden mystical ability having been opened within the individual.

Also articulated above by Swami Chaitanya are the physical processes that support what we have termed “surrender.”  Dancing provides very conducive physical conditions by which to simultaneously exert and let go, as is well described in the quote.  Dancing necessitates, in equally fundamental ways, both of these seemingly opposite activities.  Yoga and meditation often request of its practitioners the same contradictory acts: to “act in non-action” or to “be in non-being.”  In either case the reported outcomes tend to follow similar narrations: “a sense of the unification of opposites, of harmony with the universe, of Oneness with the other members of the congregation, and even of oneness of the self with God” (Rappaport 230).

Other often mentioned psycho-physical effects of dancing include the results of a detachment from ordinary thought processes, or a perceived fading away of thoughts:

when it’s really good music and you become one with the dance, you stop to think and just become one with the action of the dance so it becomes like a meditation  (Goa Gil 2001c).

This “stopping of thought” does not entail a receding of all experience.  Rather it is what Rappaport describes as the “overriding” of “the distinctions of discursive logic” or a radical shift in the way experience is processed:

Participation in ritual encourages alteration of consciousness from the rationality which presumably prevails during daily life and which presumably guides ordinary affairs toward states which, to use Rudolph Otto’s term, may be called “numinous.”…Trance and less profound alterations of consciousness are frequent concomitants of ritual participation (219).

It is in this system of discursive logic that Goa Gil finds the mechanisms which most strongly substantiate individual self identity.
  Overcoming this allows an easier entry into the state described earlier as surrender, providing the ground upon which to transmit “initiation” into the state of “infinity”:  

Then they open up, because they lose all defenses they’re so much into trance.  And then Boom.  That transmission can take place.  That connection (Goa Gil 2001c).

Dance is seen, therefore, as a psychic opening device by which, through the curtailing of ordinary thought, and the systems which are substantiated by them, (individual structure in the Turnerian sense, “ego-identity”) allows more unusual forms of communication - communication of the “infinite”:

Anyway, I try to open them up with the dance and call the Cosmic Spirit there and at some point, you know, when they really open up and open up and open up after hours of dancing, and I feel them completely open and I feel one with Cosmic Spirit, then many times a transmission will happen… and even consciously it is with the breathing and everything… And that’s when I feel that the seed of initiation is being planted in their subconscious (Goa Gil 2001a).

Lastly, but of considerable importance, is the role of dance in transforming what would otherwise be an “audience” into a defining factor of ritual, a “congregation.”  In most musical events, or any performance for that matter, there is a marked division between the performer and the audience.  This division is made clear by physical mechanisms such as stage, curtains and lights, as well as social expectations and rules of conduct which differ radically on either side of the dividing line.   While congregations may also have roles within them, as well as the physical and social infrastructure to support those roles (priests, alters, pews, etc.), there is a fundamental difference between a congregational system, and a spectator system:  

Whereas a congregation joins the celebrant in performing the acts that comprise the ritual, an audience does not join the actors in the performance of a drama.  The actors act on one side of the proscenium arch, the audience refrains from action on the other (Rappaport 135).

The key point in this separation, I would argue, has to do with where the real content of the phenomena is being enacted within the social schema, as well as the specific qualities of that “content.”    In a theatrical performance, the main content stays on stage while the audience merely enjoys or contemplates it.  In ritual, the main content occurs in the congregation itself, a group which includes the ritual orchestrators as well as those being orchestrated
.  Participation in the essence of the event is what defines membership in the congregation.  Whereas performance does not provide the opportunity for participation, ritual requires it.  In the case of the trance party, participation is more than being encouraged by the various mechanisms employed there: as we have seen above, non-participation amounts to “missing” the entire event for what it is.  While those in attendance are not required to participate, by rules or tribal law for example, it is only through participation that one is allowed through the emic gates into the “ritual” which exists embedded in a collective understanding.  Even from an etic perspective, without psychological involvement in the structural rite de passage which we are defining as ritual, we can not say a subject is playing any part in the event we are specifically observing.  Participation is, therefore absolutely required from the perspective of the event as being ritual.  Of course this is to say a participant must dance, or more specifically, dance through the structural mechanisms of the event, through all the phases of the night and into the morning.  


It is not simply that this act of dancing allows social membership into the emic theological community in whose eyes ritual is unfolding.  The very act itself is responsible for causing the object around which people have gathered, the trance dance, to manifest in the individual.  It thus brings the individual in full union with the object which is being performed, and which is the cause of the event.  The audience, then, also becomes a cause behind the performance: a kind of “performer.”  More accurately it is not simply that a majority of the audience converts to being performers while a few still stay as audience members - the entire nature of the social structure is transformed.  The individual, and by extension the event, transcends the performance/audience dichotomy, and enters a new mode of being, that of a congregation.


This transformation is partly due to the difference between a passively observed performance and a “performance” in which the whole “audience” participates.  Unlike conventional performances, ritual performances involve, to some degree, a direct connection to concrete reality within the experience of the participant.  This is unlike even the most accurate artistic representations of reality to which an audience may feel profound sympathy, connection, and personal relevance.  The congregation may become one with the cosmos, for example, but that cosmos will not be fictional or representational but rather the real cosmos with which one has the real experience of union in that very moment.  Thus at the moment when the individual shifts from viewing the performance as an object in itself, to experiencing reality within the framework of the event, he becomes a performer of the object being performed and also dissolves the “performance” nature of the event to being “ritual enactment.”  


The use of altars and religious images in the party setting is an indication of this link to the depths of the emic understanding of reality.  Ornately enshrined statues of Hindu deities and Buddhas are not uncommon in trance parties (particularly with Goa Gil, since and some of his friends are long time residents of India who are themselves Hindu’s).  Goa Gil himself always enshrines Shiva and his Guru’s right next to his musical equipment - an act of evoking the profoundest depths of reality from the emic perspective:

To create a sacred space with altars at a party… that changes the dynamic in a great way because it says that “hey there’s a higher thing here.”  There’s something else going on other than people just “partying” (Chaitanya 2001).

This focus on “reality” clearly helps to separate the “ritual” gathering of a “congregation” from a performance/audience gathering in a fundamental way.

Music is the chief mechanism upon which the entirety of what has been discussed above, as qualities of dance, rests.  Indeed, as cited earlier, it is none other than a part of a single ritual system.  Nevertheless, it has some analyzable categories of its own, categories which are more easily extracted from the “music” part of the system than from its “dance” component.  Most obviously, music serves as the fuel behind the characteristics of dance discussed above by being a rhythmic agent of social synchronization and a source for the “neuro-biological” effects of rhythm.  While these effects, as they occur in the moment, have been discussed as attributes of dance, they can also be viewed as taking place through time.  Music does not only induce collective and personal effects: it orchestrates them through a psycho-temporal “journey.”

We come, then, to the subject of the DJ’s structure of music through the course of the event.  Unlike live music, a DJ chooses a pre-recorded track to play in any given moment.  He makes, instead of “live” music, a “live” choice of music depending on the circumstances of the moment.  This choice, as I have already mentioned, rests on an effort to provide a structure to the experience of the dancer responding to the music over time.  In any given moment, tempo is of considerable importance in this choice, due to its ability to effect psychological and social experience.  Cole and Hannon observe the following:

The issue of tempo is an interesting one considering the possible relationship between musical tempo and human brain physiology.  The frequency of alpha waves in the brain, critical in inducing trance states in humans, lies approximately between 8 and 12 cycles per second (CPS), and varies from one person to the next.  Many traditional trance-inducing musics of the world contain rhythm elements which mirror these rates.… In Goa trance there is a constant stream of 16th notes which when played at the suggested average of 144bpm yields a flow of musical events at an average of 9.6 cps.  This situation parallels that of traditional trance musics (9).

However, this tempo is not kept constant throughout the event: it is manipulated over the course of the night in a somewhat refined attempt at inducing altered states of consciousness and guiding the dancers.  This is done, to a large degree, through subtle manipulations of this tempo:

When I start in the beginning of the night, I start even ambient and then I play music with really slow beats and then I build it up till like 3 in the morning. I’m at 145BPM, and 5, 6 (o’clock) in the morning I’m at 150bpm, and then when the sun comes up I come back down to 145.  But I do it in stages.  I go from 132 to 133 to 134, and like this… So I take all my music and I always have a little beat pounder there and I put everything in beats (Goa Gil 2001c).

It is through a careful orchestration of beat rates, as well as melodic and frequency related effects, that the DJ synchronizes and manipulates the collective mental space of the participants through certain experiences.  This quality of “journey” or passage “through” the temporal unfolding of experience is particularly important in this type of trance music:  

In general, the structure of a Goa trance track reflects the idea of a journey, both in a mythological sense and as a reflection of the LSD experience.  Paralleling the archetypal hero setting out on his quest, the tracks start with subtle undulations of sound.  These slowly intensify, with constant timbral evolution and accretion carrying the listener along the narrowly defined pathway of the trance experience.  As the hero meets challenges on the way, so too is the listener challenged by periodic breaks in the trance flow, often containing some mysterious text quotation or sample, designed to involve the mind on a different level to that of the otherwise constant pulse of the music. …In the same way as each individual track takes the listener on a journey, there exists an expanded level of this process in the DJ’s set, which in the classic Goa full moon party can last eight to ten hours.  When the set starts, usually around 10pm the energy and mood of the music is relatively restrained, but it slowly builds over the next four or more hours until around 2am to 4am, when the highest energy levels are attained.  As dawn approaches the energy levels remain high, but there is a subtle shift in the sound of the music, with a noticeable emphasis on increased high frequency content (Cole 10).

In other words, all of what was described above concerning the structure of the dance experience is directly influenced by the structural mechanisms of the music: its “journey” aspect.  Through tempo, frequency and “samples
,” what Goa Gil called “beats and images,” the music is designed to both reflect and reinforce a structured unfolding of experience: 

First, to bring the people into it with something they might like; something similar to what they would relate to already, and bring them in there. Slowly, slowly make it more intense, more intense through the night, but keep it kicking. Keep them there dancing. And then the end of the night with the samples so strong and intense that it would become almost apocalyptic, but still really pumping dance music. When the first light of dawn comes, then the more ones with the spiritual feeling, and then long in the morning, also…. This concept is already there since the beginning. Making a story with the music, and telling the story of humanity (Goa Gil 1997b).

This type of structure comes about not simply due to “intensity” as in the vividness of the music, but usually in relation to a sense of challenge or struggle evoked by the music.  Chaitanya notes of Goa Gil’s DJ sets:

It’s amazing that he knows what kind of music is the stuff that makes you dig and delve deep into your psyche to get to your negativities.  But he does… He plays his music, he structures his sequence of music, to sort of bring that - he doesn’t let you off easy….  And then when the light starts to come, he very subtly and slowly starts to pick it up and raise the thing, and then when daylight comes its usually some sort of “YEAY!!”, right? (Chaitanya 2001).

Nevertheless, the emphasis of this structure is on the structure itself rather than on the particular experiences unfolding through that structure.  It is the journey, or rite de passage itself, in which the primary emphasis of the experience rests:

The people who really know about it, they just go out there and go with the beat and dance and no matter what’s happening, whether they’re going through heaven or hell, or apocalypse or spiritual bliss, they keep on just going with the beat and get taken on that journey (Goa Gil 2001a).

Added to the structure or journey of the music, indeed in close relationship with it, is the structure of the LSD experience.  It is interesting to note that the psychedelic experience is always associated with structural progression, even independently of music or other stimuli, made clear in the expression of its effect - “tripping.”  Tabs of LSD are even called “trips,” implying, if nothing else, a progression of experience waiting to be taken.  Furthermore, mirroring the experiential structures we have seen resulting from other party mechanisms, the structure of the psychedelic experience very often provides a component of psychological challenge which one must pass through or overcome through the “trip”:  

When you talk about “is challenge inherent in the psychedelic experience independent of party dynamic?” well I think challenge has always been there since Dr. Albert Hoffman first experimented with his creation in the Sandoz laboratories in Switzerland in the 1940s.  And he had a lot of challenges because he thought he had gone insane.  And things did not appear as they normally do.  So there is always a bit of challenge there because going beyond the ego itself is a challenge (Goa Gil 2001b).

The “trance dance” experience is typically a progression through which the foundations underlying personal experience, the self-comprehension of the individual and of reality itself, gives way to a groundless, structureless state of psychological being.  The challenges provided here are of the same genera as those discussed above around which the orchestration of “surrender” takes place - the challenge of transcending individuality and other forms of structure.  The effects of the drugs, then, simply reinforce from within, the structural progression that is being provided through the external influences of music, dance and solar cycles: a trip through what Turner terms “anti-structure”.  Even the timing behind how the LSD experience unfolds is in synchronization with the other elements of party structure.  It is not by accident that the coldest darkest part of the night coincides with the period of the most intense music, is met with the most intense exhaustion and is happening when the psychedelic alteration of consciousness is at its height.  However, precisely because of this, there is not a total dependence on the anti-structural reinforcement of drugs.  Goa Gil makes it clear that a sufficient involvement in the other devices of anti-structure is enough to orchestrate this critical “trip”:

People don't need them, because the music has power in itself, especially if you have a good guide who knows how to arrange the night. You get full power from it, because you can channel that cosmic energy through the music. I know many people who dance all night long. They don't take anything. They just do Yoga…. All I will say is that it is not dependent on drugs, it's dependent on the music, the dance, and the trance dance experience (Goa Gil 1997a).

This is to say, it is dependent on the structural progression that gets implemented through a variety of causes and not on any one cause itself.  Nevertheless, the monumental effects provided by the psychedelic experience to the individual cannot be overlooked as a significant force in the anti-structural social motivations of this type of event.   

It is evident enough that the infrastructure creatively built into the party situation are all characterized by the quality of reflecting and reinforcing anti-structure.  Even the clothes that people wear are often far too representational of anti-structure to wear within structured society: they are typically vibrant, fluorescent colored, fractaline depictions of anti-structure designed for party use only.  It is interesting to note that the creative implements of the party seem to manifest anti-structure mainly by reflecting it.  The music and dance, therefore, are not only representational of anti-structure or responses to it: they are also its causes.  It seems to be a matter of evoking, through a complex system of symbols, a social state characterized by Victor Turner as communitas.  Once communitas manifests, however, it can seem like the primary cause around which a variety of representations get created.  

In this way, the trance party is an evoked eruption of an anti-structural mode of social being in the form of a communal rite de passage.  It is to this extent, which I would argue is of fair breadth, that psychedelic trance parties are indeed ritual.  They are intended to be ritual, and are orchestrated as such using multi-layers of devices, some of them high-tech and some of them timeless.  Using these mechanisms, either specific to or adaptable to modern culture, Goa Gil attempts to induce the experiential structures he is familiar with from traditional ritual initiations.  The result is not only confirmed by Turnerian theory to reflect the fundamental structures of ritual, it is a profound testament to the relevance of Turner’s observations in regards to such root human experiences.  

Chapter 3

Goa Gil as a Mystagogue:

The Emergence of a Charismatic Ritual Authority and the

Transformation of  “Party” into “Religion”

I think everybody has their duty and their purpose where they are better served.  My purpose is better served with the direct communication with the public, so I can give them this energy that I have to give them.


- Interview with Goa Gil in Larkspur, CA, November 23, 2001.

The most important fact in the religious studies’ investigation into Goa Gil’s “Redefining the Ancient Tribal Ritual for the 21st Century” is that Goa Gil is a legally sanctioned religious authority in a traditional Hindu context: a sadhu.  This fact is relevant, of course, because it is exclusively from the perspective of this religious identity, as the religious mission of a sadhu, that Goa Gil claims to be acting out his work as a DJ.  Fused into a single individual, and more importantly into a single religious narrative, is the ultimate juxtaposition of post-modern and ancient religion: a leader in the cutting edge technological culture of global psychedelic trance and a prominent member of the Juna Akhara sect of naked, ash covered sadhus.  According to Goa Gil, this fusion has a fundamental impact on the actual party situation.  This chapter will investigate this impact, arguing that Goa Gil’s religious aims and narratives, naturally based in an understanding of the world deeply colored by Hinduism and sadhu-hood, cast a significant effect on the dynamics of this “ritual” party.

Chapter two investigated the structural mechanics employed to create a rite de passage on which a shared sense of ritual was grounded.  This chapter concerns the larger context within which those structural mechanisms function.  Expanding on chapter two’s claim that this phenomena is “ritual,” I will now argue that the Goa Gil “party” is a ritual set within the scheme of religious intentions: that the ritual structure itself is orchestrated by a ritual authority in order to further religious aims.  In the case of Goa Gil, the methods used to further those aims are an interesting adaptation of the traditional Hindu model of the charismatic guru.  Transposed into this “ritual” party context, the role of the DJ goes beyond the musical sphere to fulfill that of the charismatic ritual authority.  In accordance with Weber’s conception of charisma, however, the ritual authority cannot exist without the support of social recognition.  Of course, in an anomalous ritual situation like the trance party, this recognition is not designated on grounds of doctrine, or tradition of any other predetermined collective agreement.  Rather, in the same way that chapter two saw the concept of “ritual” arise as a product of the party being a rite de passage, so too the “ritual authority” is a social designation primarily constructed over the course of the party.  I will argue that it is through a charismatic milieu, encouraged by Turnerian ritual structure, that the role of the ritual authority is created.  The dynamic of a charismatic ritual authority, in the context of Goa Gil, is reinforced and given form by his traditional religious background, and by the symbols with which that is communicated.  These symbols work to give religious meaning to the ritual structure, making it a vessel by which Goa Gil’s traditional religious agendas become conveyed to the participants. 

To understand the religious ramifications of Goa Gil’s DJ role, it is necessary to first identify and classify Goa Gil’s traditional religious identity, the identity which he says forms the foundation for his DJ-hood, and see how its features directly manifest in his DJ role.  Goa Gil, in addition to being Gil Levey from San Francisco, is also Swami Mangalanand Saraswati (Mangalanandji), disciple of “Sri 1008 Sri Swami Nirmalanand Saraswati Maharaj of Ranmandir, Srinagar Kasmir,”
 a guru in the order of the Juna Akhara.  He is an initiated link in a “lineage (which) is supposed to come down in a direct guru-disciple relationship of direct initiation, in an unbroken chain” from its enlightened source, Guru Dattatreya, who it is said lived “not less than 4000 years ago”(Mahendranatha 3).  Goa Gil has held this traditional religious identity for over 30 years, since the time he met his guru in the mountains of Kashmir when he was 18 years old.   After leaving the United States in 1969 and traveling overland from Europe to India, Gil Levey (for this was before either Goa Gil or Mangalanand) first went to Goa looking for the legendary traveler, Eight Fingered Eddie.  His spiritual quest, however, soon led him from the beaches of south India to the northern Kashmiri Himalayas, where he developed a Hindu religious narrative:

I arrived in Goa beginning of ’70.  At that time there was one house on Anjuna beach with Eight Fingered Eddie and maybe 15 freaks.  I stayed there for a little bit, but then I decided that’s not what I came to India for really.  Then I started to hitchhike around India from temple to temple.  At the temples the only people who had long hair and smoked were the sadhus, and they kept calling me over so I went to sit with them and they were kind of like-minded beings.  Then I started to travel with one sadhu and I ended up in Kashmir in the Himalayas in summer of ’70… in one temple in Shrinagar where there were many Naga Babas and sadhus and one old guru, and he made me his disciple.  Then I got heavily into that life for a few years.  But I still used to make an appearance in Goa.  Then I went to one Yogi in the Himalayas to learn Yoga in the jungle.  Then I stopped smoking or doing anything; just doing very heavy yoga, sadhana and tapasya, and I used to go into deep meditation… Actually in ’71 I wasn’t even going to come to Goa anymore, I was so much into that thing in the jungle.  And I felt like… on the verge of total enlightenment and complete unity and harmony with the Universe and just feeling the presence of the Mother all the time (Goa Gil 2001c).

The above quotation not only reflects a religious narrative grounded in Hinduism, but a specifically triumphant religious narrative of the Hindu sort.  It describes a religious seeker who, having sought, successfully found.  Not only is this an important point in itself for the classification of its holder, but it is also linked to another defining facet of Goa Gil’s narrative: his tendency, as is common among such “triumphant” religious seekers, to want to share or spread the content of his triumph:

When I was given the things which I was given by my teachers and the Spirit…. Then after some time I saw that it was my duty to try to pass these things on by which ever means necessary (Goa Gil 2001a).

Here, we can see the fuel driving Goa Gil’s religious activity.  

The result of Goa Gil’s dawning sense of a religious mission was the use of music to “transmit” higher states of consciousness into the experience of others: “to become one with the Cosmic Spirit and be a channel for that Spirit to come through the music, through the dance, through the party to the people.”  The current format of DJ-ing electronic music is a direct evolution of the same general “party concept,” which began first with acoustic and later electric band instruments.  In describing his evolution towards using music as a tool for “transmission”, Goa Gil states: 

After a long time of sadhana and tapasya when I felt at complete, you know, union with the All…  Then when you go to do things, like I would just pick up a guitar, and it would just come through me from some other place, and (I would) just be a channel for that thing to come through….  So then by being one in the Spirit and these songs coming through, when people would hear those songs, they would also become one in the Spirit. You know, because it was divine. And then in that time I saw how music was a very good vehicle of transmission, and you could really uplift peoples’ consciousness with it, and then everything has been an evolution from that ever since (Goa Gil 2001a).

Further fitting the pattern of mission-driven religious figures, Goa Gil also places a moral agenda at the root of his activities.   By helping to facilitate religious experience through his mediating ability as a traditionally trained sadhu, Goa Gil hopes to present people with an alternative to the rampant negativity of society, and instead cause them to embrace positive ways of life consistent with the contents of the religious experience:  

After my experiences with what I’ve done in my life and with the yogis… when I came to the West or even anywhere, I saw that everywhere… on TV, movies, magazines, newspaper, everywhere you turned, everything was just glorifying Babylon and promoting all kind of materialism and sexism and racism and all kind of “isms” that I didn’t particularly think is Truth.  There seemed to be no way out… I wanted to show another alternative or another possibility.  I just thought that if I can communicate these things which had been given to me by my gurus… maybe the better the world would be.  Because I believe that when you have this experience of oneness with the Cosmic Spirit through the dance, and you see these things, it would be mind-boggling to me that people, after having that experience, could go back into the world and lie or cheat or steal or kill or do bad kinds of things.  Because once you know that you’ve had the experience of oneness with the Cosmic Spirit, it’s evident that all life forms are existing from this Spirit, and, you know, we’re a part of that thing and we have to protect that thing.  So, like I say, through the trance dance experience, hopefully people will become more sensitive and aware of themselves, their surroundings, the crossroads of humanity and the needs of the planet.  With that awareness comes understanding and compassion.  That is the need of the hour and the true Goa Spirit (Goa Gil 2001a).

What we are looking at, then, is a religious figure marked by a set of key characteristics:  Goa Gil is an initiated sadhu, with a mission based in a moral agenda, to mediate or channel religious experience, through the use of art.  Max Weber has a name for this type of entity: the mystagogue.  Weber’s description of the mystagogue not only fits what we have said about Goa Gil up to now, but also illuminates his other important characteristics.   According to Weber, the mystagogue is a type of charismatic authority “who distributed magical salvation” primarily through the use of what he calls “magical art” (Weber 1922, 55).  In addition, “Doctrine played only a very subordinate role in (the mystagogues’) work,” and “he normally made a living from his art, for which there was a great demand” (Weber 1922, 55).  The applicability of this category to Goa Gil is obvious in that it both describes him in his traditional identity as a sadhu as well as accommodates for his DJ role.  It brings his “two” identities under the roof of a single category, accurately portraying Goa Gil’s claim that they are one and the same.  

While mystagogues vary, Weber’s account of the ascetic’s transformation into a mystagogue is particularly applicable to the case of Goa Gil:

For the ascetic, moreover, the divine imperative may require of human creatures an unconditional subjection of the world to the norms of religious virtue, and indeed a revolutionary transformation of the world for this purpose.  In that event, the ascetic will emerge from his remote and cloistered cell to take his place in the world as a prophet in opposition to the world… His sense of divine inwardness,… may become transformed into an acute feeling of sacred possession by or possession of the god who is speaking in and through him.  He will then wish to bring eternal salvation to men… But in this case the result will be the emergence of the mystic as a magician who causes his power to be felt among gods and demons; and this may have the practical consequence of the mystic’s becoming a mystagogue, something which has actually happened very often (1922, 175).

The fact that Goa Gil, as a DJ, expresses his Hindu identity in the form of a mystagogue is not entirely surprising given his traditional background.  Sadhus as a general category, at the point when they interact with others in a religious way, are themselves mystagogic.  Daniel Gold note that traditionally, “shamanistic links to regional deities are offered by holy men, who may also, as wandering sadhus, become revered objects of worship in their own right. … In transmitting a local heritage, then, the (sadhu) is likely to serve not as a literate teacher intent on preserving the norms of written texts” (28), but instead on performing what Weber called “magical actions that contain the boons of salvation” (1922, 54).  These acts, whether they be story telling, damaru playing
, or even just presenting oneself sitting in yogic posture with face and body paint, often incorporate what are essentially artistic elements:

With their costumes, their make-up, their 'props' and their public appearances, the sadhus in a sense resemble 'performance artists'. Many sadhus show great artistry in painting their face, adorning their body, decorating their stage and performing their act (Hartsuiker 91).   

Goa Gil’s immersion into the world of the sadhus, indeed his being a sadhu, surely gives him extensive familiarity with the general methods by which mystagogue’s function.  He is, after all, in Weberian language, an initiated mystagogue.  The extent to which Goa Gil draws on his sadhu background as a foundation for his role as a DJ is evident, if nothing else, in the degree to which he attributes his DJ abilities to the guidance and blessings of his sadhu gurus:

And by the grace (of my gurus) I got to see many many things and learn about that underlying power which exists within everything, and how to turn myself off and kind of merge back into that thing…  And everything that I am doing is only by the grace of God and my teachers because it has nothing to do with me. Everything is by their grace and without them I would not be what I am today or where I am today. That is for sure (Goa Gil 1995).  

This is not to say that Goa Gil attributes his musical ability to his gurus, but rather that there is something which he has received from them, which he feels is of fundamental importance to the party situation:  

Music and the DJ situation and the party situation and the musician situation and all these things are just tools I’m using on the physical level so that something that’s on a higher level can be manifested (Goa Gil 2001a).

It is his ability as a mystagogue to esoterically channel the Divine, which, according to Goa Gil, is the “higher” and more central purpose of his parties:

When I come to the party and I set up my altar and I make my puja and I sprinkle the holy water and say the mantras and then I start the music, the whole party becomes an offering to the Divine and to the Cosmic Spirit.  And then the whole thing is to make the Cosmic Spirit happy and bring the Cosmic Spirit to that place to bless everyone.  Then the magic really happens.  So that’s what I’m always searching for in a party.  That’s what my concept about party is (Goa Gil 2001c).  

This general approach, inextricably entwined with his mystagogic identity and knowledge, is what Goa Gil is indebted to his gurus for.  His actions as a DJ, in this sense, are in essential harmony with traditional mystagogic conduct.  Like other sadhus, he too has a “presentation” of some type or another which he directs towards the public, and which is, in essence, grounded in the teachings of his gurus.

Not only is being a qualified and genuine mystagogue central to Goa Gil’s narrative as a DJ, but it is also the means by which he defines himself against others.  That is, according to Goa Gil, one must actually possess these “boons of salvation” in order to administer them through “magical actions”:  

If I didn’t know what I was giving or didn’t have anything to give, then how could I give?… I think the experience that you’re going to get is according to the capability of the shaman who’s guiding you on that particular night…  Some are more capable that others, according to how much they’ve learned to surrender and how much they’ve learned to self-sacrifice so that they can go beyond the trappings and the binding of their own ego to become one with the Cosmic Spirit and be a channel for that Spirit to come through the music, through the dance, through the party to the people (Goa Gil 2001a).

It is through pointing out the lack of mystagogic ability or intent in other DJ’s that Goa Gil separates himself as being unique.  Furthermore, it is due to this issue of ability, which naturally enough rests in a Hindu conception focused on overcoming the “trappings and the bindings of (the) ego,” that makes Goa Gil’s traditional training as a sadhu so important in his DJ narrative:

Other people may have heard what I’ve been saying for so many years…. I mean I’d like to meet one that was doing something like me.  That would be great.  And there’s many people who have mimicked and parroted my words and want to act like they’re doing that kind of thing.  And maybe they’re hoping they’re doing that kind of thing, but I think, as I said, I don’t believe you get something for nothing.  And, there’s been a lot of surrender and self-sacrifice and as I said tapasya to get to where I am now…  And blessings of so many saints and Gurus and high beings… In my experience it’s something that you really have to work hard for.  And only after you’ve worked really hard for it and given up everything to get it, then you have the power to pass it on.  It’s like what I was saying before:  You can’t give something you don’t have (Goa Gil 2001a).  

Thus, Goa Gil’s type of charisma is of the sort generally attributed to sadhus and gurus.  Not only is it mystagogic in the moment of its artistic presentation, it is also built on the same foundations.  According to Bryan Wilson,

Weber recognizes different types of charisma.  That of the guru is clearly charisma that “may be produced artificially by some extraordinary means.  Even then it is assumed that charismatic powers can be developed only in people and objects in which the germ already existed but would have remained dormant unless evoked by some ascetic or other regimen” (Wilson 1). 

This “ascetic regimen” forms the center of Goa Gil’s qualification narrative, and his interviews are peppered with allusions to his positive karma which has enabled him to meet and practice a genuine “ascetic regimen.” 

The connection between sadhus and shamans, made by Gold, is significant for analyzing Goa Gil, since in addition to being a sadhu, his narrative concentrates on visibly shamanic concepts.  Goa Gil even specifically alludes to himself as a shaman in a number of his interviews:

It's not just DJing, it's techno shamanism. That's what I'm trying to do. To be a channel for that divine energy to come through (Goa Gil 1997). 

Perhaps of more significance is the fact that Goa Gil is most frequently referred to as a shaman or “techno-shaman” on the advertisement flyers for his parties (“sadhu” and “guru” have also appeared, though comparatively rarely).  A flyer from a Goa Gil party in Belgrade, Yugoslavia advertises itself as “A full moon psychedelic trance initiation with the blissful shaman of Goa Trance.”  The flyer for his fiftieth birthday party in Northern California proclaims, “we present an outdoor, tribalistic gathering that will celebrate our Shaman’s right of passage… rejoicing his first half century of this dimensional plane.”  The shaman narrative is, indeed, a popular way of interpreting the DJ role.  Fred Cole and Michael Hannan point out that, “The DJ as shaman is a recurring metaphor in writings about Goa Trance” (1996) suggesting that it is a concept generally embraced by the trance culture.  While the shaman narrative will be taken up at a later point, of principal relevance at this time is the recognition that shamans, like sadhus, are charismatic mystagogues.  As Charles Lindholm reminds us, “the reader will recall that shamans are not only the prototypical religious figures, but also the paradigmatic artists and entertainers” (212).  In other words, in the same way that sadhus and gurus are mystagogues, so is Goa Gil, as a “techno shaman,” also a mystagogue.  Both the way that he thinks of himself as a sadhu and the way he is advertised and viewed by others as a shaman are evidence of his mystagogic essences.  

Beyond the narrative of the shaman and its mystagogic implications, Goa Gil is also perceived by his audience as being charismatic.  One way this finds expression is in the way that the DJ booth becomes enshrined (see photographs).  Goa Gil stands as the central object of what is very often an elaborate, sacred structure, typically built by putting together every Eastern religious symbol available to the organizers.  Participants, even if they are not involved in the organizing, often bring “sacred” objects of various sorts and contribute them to the shrine.  The shrine continues to grow throughout the night as people continue to add offerings such as candles, incense, sage sticks and flowers.  Not only does this turn Goa Gil, to a certain degree, into an enshrined object, it makes him the central figure of a generally enshrined ritual area.  A participant comments that,

to create a sacred space with altars at a party, that changes the dynamic in a great way because it says that “hey there’s a higher thing here” there’s something else going on other than people just “partying” (Chaitanya 2001).

In such a setting permeated with the mystique of religious symbols, the DJ standing in its center, becomes the natural symbol of charisma.

The extent of the sacrilization that I am describing is often of quite significant proportions.  At Goa Gil’s 50th birthday party there were at least five Hindu statues of considerable size in the immediate area surrounding the dance floor.  In front of the DJ booth was a particularly stunning bronze Nataraj (dancing Shiva) about three feet in height.  This statue was ornately enshrined with large fresh flowers, coconuts, incense and a Hindu style flower garland.  At a party in Northern California in April of 2000, the owners of the land had recently purchased a 5 foot tall stone Shiva statue (shipped from India), which was placed behind the DJ booth and heavily enshrined.  The party, in fact, began with a consecration ceremony for the statue, partly led by Goa Gil.  At a party in the same location in October of 1999, the party decorators converted a small shack adjoining the dance floor into an ornate temple.  The shack, unrecognizably enveloped in colorful cloths, was enshrining a Shiva Lingam of considerable size.  Water dripped constantly upon the Lingam from a traditional contraption hanging from the ceiling and flower petals decorated the objects in the traditional Hindu style.  

Of course, the decoration of the party varies from location to location and it is not directly under Goa Gil’s control.  However, Goa Gil at least always brings his own small shrine featuring Lord Shiva and his gurus.  He travels around the globe with a favorite tapestry featuring a large fluorescent Shiva-Shakti mandala that almost always serves as his backdrop.  A particularly strong brand of incense, a brand which he insists on, is constantly kept lit.  He often travels with a flashing red Sanskrit syllable Om contraption, equipped with a knob on the back that controls the rate of the flash, which he places in front of his musical equipment on the DJ table.
  In other words, he prepares enough so as to always be within an enshrined space, surrounded by Hindu symbols and images.  Whether the decorations are primarily his own or contributed, and whether that contribution happens as a product of how he is perceived or whether it controls how he is perceived, the end result is the same: he is an enshrined figure, and to that extent recognizably charismatic.  

There are other features that further contribute to Goa Gil’s charismatic reception.  Chief among them is his age.  While the average party participant is in their mid to late 20’s, Goa Gil is 50.  The reaction people have to his age is evident in that almost all of my interviewees mention it as a significant impression, and a couple of them describe him as having “long gray dreadlocks” when in fact his hair is still quite dark.  Older age, of course, is not charismatic in itself.  However, when it is combined with a 20 hour long DJ set, while standing the entire time, people begin to see Goa Gil as extraordinary.  In the example of one interviewee’s impression of Goa Gil:

You know, it’s like… here’s this guy who’s like 50 and he’s partying better than I am… he’s keeping up better than I am.  And he does this all the time.  And you’re like “how does he do this.”  He’s just infused with this energy that I can’t even begin to comprehend because I haven’t… you know, he just has a good many lifetimes on me (Preciado 2002)

This train of thought captures how Goa Gil’s ability to play long sets can become a reason for people to attribute him with Weberian charisma: “a certain quality of an individual personality by virtue of which he is set apart from ordinary men and treated as endowed with supernatural, superhuman, or at least specifically exceptional powers or qualities” (Weber 1968, 48).  Extra energy somehow becomes equated with extra lifetimes.  Goa Gil himself makes the connection between his feat of long DJ sets and his mystagogic abilities.  When asked in an interview how he does it, his reply was “By going into trance and becoming one with the spirit behind the Universe, where all power exists!” (Goa Gil 1997)  On another occasion, he made the direct connection between his “marathon sets” and his traditional charismatic identity, saying “it’s my tapasya”.
  While other DJ’s play music for 3 or 4 hours and sometimes, though very rarely, as long as 12 hours, 20 and 24 hours is simply unheard of even by young DJs.  

In addition to the amazement coming from the fact of an older DJ with superhuman stamina, Goa Gil’s age reminds participants of the historical continuity of the psychedelic musical experience.  This impression can be particularly strong when some of Goa Gil’s older friends are at the party, though Goa Gil alone is sufficiently able to create the impression.  Not only does age describe the leaders as dedicated, but it also helps to designate them as leaders in the first place.  A first-time party participant remarks:

When I got down there next to Goa Gil, in that black light filled tent, was a man who looked eastern Indian, with a very long white beard, a neon orange turban, and neon orange Indian churidar in different shades.  He was dancing and grooving like no one’s business.  It was crazy to see these men from the hippie era leading the most intense music and dance scene I have ever experienced.  Neon Gandhi and Goa Gil were large and in charge and leading the crowd into tranceful bliss (Walker 2001).  

While the above-described factors are the most obvious in causing a charismatic impression of Goa Gil, I would argue that there are a variety of subtle factors which get incorporated into peoples’ perception.  His dreadlocks are a good example.  While dreadlocks are relatively common in trance culture, to see them on an older man, and in conjunction with the Shivaite religious symbolism all around him, turns what would otherwise be a simple hair style into jatas (specifically sadhu dreadlocks), a further extension of the enshrining mechanism itself.  

Another factor contributing to Goa Gil’s charisma is the presence of his wife Ariane, who is, without fail, at every party.
  She is by no means insignificant to the party dynamic, witnessed by the fact that her name is almost always on the advertisement flyers as well.  The parties usually start with a short drumming session, in which Goa Gil and Ariane (a practiced African drummer and teacher) play traditional African rhythms together.  This is followed by Ariane’s hour long “ethno/tribal” DJ set.  For whatever reason, Goa Gil and Ariane seem to possess a certain kind of charisma in their very relationship.  I have heard at least a half a dozen accounts of people being impressed by this dynamic, including one interviewee who discussed her impressions spontaneously:

He (Goa Gil) seemed very in control of his different energies as far as very masculine and feminine at the same time.  He seemed very whole, very balanced…. I could see how he was very connected with his feminine side through Ariane.  Like she had awakened that inside of him.  Seeing the two of them together, it was like two people that you look at and you see the yin and the yang (Preciado 2002).

This impression of Goa Gil and Ariane as a “power couple” (Preciado 2002) is reinforced by a general knowledge about the importance of male/female unity in Hinduism and particularly in Shivaism.  A number of party flyers concentrate on this motif, depicting images of Shiva and Parvati staring into each other’s eyes (see template).  In addition, as mentioned earlier, his backdrop tapestry is of a Shiva-Shakti mandala, the symbol of precisely this male/female unity concept.  

The perception of charisma on such subtle grounds, though difficult to confirm to what extent it is embraced, seems too significant to leave un-mentioned.  While my argument does not depend on them, for there is plenty of other evidence that Goa Gil plays a charismatic role, the power of subtle factors to reinforce it is most likely tremendous.  As Wilson argues, it is quite ordinary that perceptions of such power lay in unintelligibly subtle factors:

The powerful man is the man whose power one feels; one trembles, feels abashed and one believes that these emotional responses prove that his power is an objective fact.  This circular hypothetical process of emotional reasoning is self-sustaining (23).

Nor is there a lack of evidence that such raw perceptions of power are actually at work in the party situation.  I have heard numerous accounts from trance dance participants of their being profoundly impressed with Goa Gil, as a personality, while not knowing exactly why.  The following excerpt from an interview is a typical example:

Becky:  (That party) was really like the first religious experience I had… it’s hard to explain… it was just so many different things… like the people (dancers) and Gil himself is just very… its not like he’s a god, but at one point in the afternoon I felt like he was very tapped into God, like he could just sit down and have a conversation with Him on a regular basis.  People kept trying to introduce me to him all day, and… (usually) it’s very easy for me to go up and talk to someone… but I couldn’t talk to him… I was afraid. 

Michael:… I wonder what it is about Gil that made that kind of impression on you?

Becky:  Well, just…when you look, he smiles at you and his eyes… its like when I was on the dance floor at one point in the afternoon and I was just dancing and I looked up at the stage and he was looking at me, and we made eye contact for the first time, and it was just like… I felt completely at peace, and my soul just rested.  I could feel these beams of light coming from his eyes into mine.  …Like most people no matter how wonderful and positive they are, we still as humans just, you know, I myself get anger, bitterness, jealousy, and these little things that I don’t like, but they’re there and that’s something that I work with to get over, but there’s none of that in Gil.  Well, I’m sure there is…but you don’t feel that with him (Preciado 2002).

Elliot Rasenick, a Portland based party organizer and participant, and a graduate of the Reed College Department of Religion, also notices such patterns of charisma arising at Goa Gil’s parties:

There clearly is some kind of charisma associated with Gil’s role in trance parties.  Just the way people interact with Gil, the way people talk about wanting to interact with Gil.  I’ve heard at least 7 or 8 different people tell me… probably a dozen people tell me, “I really want to talk to Gil about this or mention this to Gil or give this to Gil, but I was afraid” (Rasenick 2002).

The above narratives are very interesting in their mention of a love/fear dynamic, a special moment of eye contact, and an impression of radiant peacefulness, which are all so typical of the reactions people have to Eastern Gurus.  In fact, it is a major tradition of Eastern charismatics to induce such subtle psychic receptions of themselves, usually during the course of eye contact with their worshippers, in an act called darshan.  Diana Eck says:

The central act of Hindu worship, from the point of view of the lay person is to stand in the presence of the deity and to behold the image with one’s own eyes, to see and be seen by the deity… Hindus also value the darshan of holy persons, such as… sadhus (3-4).

Goa Gil himself explicitly thinks of his parties as an arena for offering darshan, another way in which his sadhu identity is seen to be inseparable from his DJ-hood
.  Presenting himself at the party amounts to a traditional religious act, in accordance with the custom that “the sadhu ‘gives darshan,’… the sadhu gives himself to be seen by the villagers” (Eck 6).  There are practiced esoteric methods in the Hindu tradition for supporting or intensifying this central religious act of darshan; they constitute the most secret depths of Indian mystagogic knowledge, mostly in the form of yogic feats of the psyche
.  Goa Gil’s “transmission” and “initiation” concepts are based on it, and it fully engages the “channel” narrative as well:

I try to open them up with the dance and call the Cosmic Spirit there, and at some point, you know, when they really open up and open up and open up after hours of dancing and I feel them completely open and I feel one with Cosmic Spirit, then many times a transmission will happen, and I feel a transmission of energy and even consciously it is with the breathing and everything.  And they say that shaktipat can be transmitted in five kind of ways according to the scriptures… even with just a look or a touch or a word (Goa Gil 2001a).  

This quote not only shows how Hindu concepts lie at the root of his thoughts and acts, it even helps to explain the seemingly anomalous character of the trance dance ritual.  Peter Brent argues that traditionally, Hindu religious activity of the charismatic model is largely conducted in anomalous settings.  There is no clear indication, other than emic psychic events, that major religious acts have been committed.  Sighting such anomalous ritual/initiatory settings, Brent argues that,

informality of initiation indicates what is essential – that something of the consciousness of the self-realized man should enter into the eager consciousness of his disciple.  A transfer of this kind is called shaktipat (17).

Goa Gil’s “party” model of the charismatic relationship between himself and the participants is not only anomalous in the same ways that Hindu religious settings can be, but also his reconciliation of this anomaly is based on the same Hindu concepts.  Thus the “party” can be understood as “religious” in that it fits within the parameters of a traditionally sanctioned religious pattern.

We have, up to now, been seeing this phenomenon from a Durkheimian and Turnerian perspective.  In chapter two, the key elements of “ritual” were shown to exist in the form of a “structure - anti structure - structure” rite of passage.  As discussed in Chapter one, Durkheim’s concept of collective effervescence is also a central feature of this phenomenon.  The findings presented in this third chapter, however, reflect the importance of the role of the authority figure in the generation of communitarian religious experience.  

According to Turnerian theory, the role of authority figures is central to his conception of the ritual condition of communitas:

which emerges recognizably in the liminal period, is of society as an unstructured or rudimentarily structured and relatively undifferentiated comitatus, community, or even communion of equal individuals who submit together to the general authority of the ritual elders (96).

Durkheim, however, concentrates more exclusively on the all-powerful influence of the collective.  Leaders, in the Durkheimian conception, are thought to be group objectifications of the collectivity itself; totemic objects of social self-adoration rather than agents with agendas of their own.  In this sense, charisma, for Durkheim, doesn’t quite belong hand in hand with the element of an “authority” figure, though he does recognize cases in which a living human assumes the point on which collective effervescence is objectified.  Lindholm argues that,

When the collective does represent itself in an individual, then Durkheim’s picture of the crystallizing figure of the leader who coalesces and intensifies the group’s collective effervescence is analogous in many respects to Weber’s primordial charismatic figure (32).

Nevertheless, “In (Durkheim’s) vision, charisma is not hierarchical, but leads instead to the affirmation of equalizing similarities in the comforting womb of the group” (Lindholm 34), a vision which is quite different from Weber's.  Essentially, the friction between Durkheim’s and Weber’s conception of the charismatic figure’s interaction with the collective, from a Turnerian third party perspective, is one of primacy:

Participation in collective ritual and the stimulation of intense emotions are regarded as ways to achieve ecstatic self-loss, which is often focused around the figure of an individual, who is the initiator (for Weber) or the symbol (for Durkheim) of the charismatic experience (Turner 35).

This chapter seeks to clarify the dynamics through which the collective focal point works in the trance party.  Does the narrative of the DJ as shaman, guru or cosmic channel emerge as a product of ritual communitas, in a kind of objectification of collective effervescence?  Or is the communitas itself a product of its administrator, the charismatic authority?  The case of the trance party is particularly unique and well suited to ask this question, precisely because of the anomalous nature of its ritual aspects.  The role of the authority in this case is neither designated by tradition nor based on explicit, verbally communicated supernatural claims
.  As such, how does the ritual authority exist on either social or charismatic grounds?  If there is no “ritual” to substantiate a “ritual authority”, or no “ritual authority” to sanction “ritual,” then how does this event, in any shape, have ritual content?

Chapter two’s argument based in ritual structure is not able to resolve this problem on its own.  As described previously, the rite of passage administered through structure is not always pleasant, as it is characterized by a sense of confusion and fright about the very foundational elements of being.  It is not the type of situation people are able to find easy pleasure in.  As Turner describes:

The kind of communitas desired by tribesmen in their rites and by hippies in their “happenings” is not the pleasurable and effortless comradeship  that can arise between friends, coworkers, or professional colleagues any day (138).

Why would people stay at a “party” if it was not fun, or worse, it if was actually frightening?  Would they not want to leave half way through?  While structural theory may describe a characteristic of parties, it does not explain how it can realistically function, or sustain itself, in a “party” format.

This point may better be illustrated by pointing out that liminality is often induced, in traditional settings, by even more severely painful or dangerous methods.  The dangerous quality of the methods is actually a necessary component in the successful production of liminality:

We very often do find that the concept of threat or danger to the group – and indeed, there is usually real danger in the form of a circumciser’s or cicatrizer’s knife, many ordeals, and severe discipline – is importantly present.  And this danger is one of the chief ingredients in the production of existential communitas (Turner 154).  

In the case of tribal societies the impetus to stay and face sub-incisions, circumcisions or gross physical abuse in order to complete the rite of passage may be explained by a lack of any other culturally viable alternative available to the neophyte.  Extreme devotion to a guru, sect or tribe may also generate such an impetus.  These supports, however, do not exist in the case of the Goa Gil party scenario.  During the intense “dark,” “heavy” or “apocalyptic” moments of this party, it would seem that Western conventional secular sense would make people want to run away, or at least dismiss the party as unpleasurable.  Without accounting for the forces which are able to keep the “neophytes” engaged in a dark rite of passage, a structural explanation is not feasible.  

These forces, however, can exist as the product of a self-sustaining circular relationship between ritual structure, charisma and ritual authority.  Even though a fully mature liminal condition may be impossible to induce without the direction of a collectively sanctioned “authority,” causing a collective shift away from the normal routine of life does not require such a prestigious license.  The skilled musician is able to do it, and all the more easily if people are altering their minds with drugs.  With artistic skill, it may be possible to alter everyday reality enough to the point where a sense of its disruption sets in.  Wilson, elaborating on Weber, points out that, 

We may suppose that without the impress of external events, the growth of anxieties, and the disruption of normal life, there would be little demand for a man of supposed extraordinary supernatural power, and that it would be difficult for such an individual to arise (Wilson 94). 

By inducing this disruption through artistic means, however, the social stage is set for the reception of charisma.  The DJ is not only the natural candidate for its reception, he may also be a skilled mystagogue able to actively encourage its bestowal.  If the mystagogue is able to present himself such that people turn to him as a solution to this disruption rather than run away, he has successfully won the position of a charismatic authority.  

At the point when charisma becomes infused with religious symbols, it takes on their form and meaning, becoming their enlivened manifestation.  In the case of the Goa Gil party, where symbols are overwhelmingly religious, the charismatic authority is able to become a religious or “ritual” authority through their support.  Thus a small move towards liminality, through artistic means, encourages a charismatic situation to arise which is then given form and meaning by symbols.  This process continues circulating with increasing intensity, each step allowing the next to go farther.  The developing trust in the DJ as a ritual authority allows him to guide the group further into anti-structure, compounding his charismatic value and further expanding his license as a ritual guide.  The end result is a tremendous state of anti-structural liminality controlled by a powerfully charismatic shaman figure whose power is understood by way of the “ritual” implications of the symbols that represent him.


At the height of this escalation, the level of liminality achieved can cause quite extraordinary degrees of fear and anxiety.  There can be, for example, “flip-outs” running around: people who have clearly fallen off a psychological cliff of some kind.  In my own experience, I have seen people crying and flailing, running through poison oak naked, and even eating dirt.  Their very existence inspires a tremendous sense of danger and fear.  Amidst this scene of complete chaos, Goa Gil is able to stand his ground, remaining “on top of it.”  His level of control becomes a primary component in the entire performance.  This pattern follows the paradigmatic shamanic performance outlined by Lindholm’s reading of Lewis:  

It is exactly the shaman’s conquest of death and psychic fragmentation that is at the center of his charismatic status.  “His ultimate triumph (is) over the chaotic experience of raw power which threatened to drag him under.  Out of the agony of affliction and the dark night of the soul comes literally the ecstasy of spiritual victory.  This epic battle forms the basis for the shamanic séance, which follows a general dramatic sequence that recapitulates the shaman’s original initiatory experience of disintegration and reintegration” (Lewis cited in Lindholm 159)

Needless to say, the content of this performance is noticed by the participants, who turn to the victorious shaman for support in their own battles.  As the following comment from a long time participant shows, reasons are quickly attributed to this shamanic charisma, reasons which are entirely in conformity with the symbols of Hindu discipline and authority:  

The discipline, that’s the thing that Gil exemplifies so much.  Okay, rock out, party, stay up all night, (take) psychedelics, but he has the foundation of the discipline of all those years of yoga (so) that it’s one pointed focus, he doesn’t lose his way.  And so he’s the guiding spirit in that way, and sets that tone…. That’s part of the thing with the people who freak out.  They lose their connection to the spiritual realm, so they get afraid (Chaitanya 2001).  

The symbols with which the authority figure is communicated, then, are able to guide the conceptual comprehension of the impact of the liminal condition.  In this way, the whole process can be used as a method to instigate shifts in people’s fundamental metaphysical outlook, and, in short, perpetrate religious agendas: 

Panic lies not far beneath the surface of the entranced condition, as the sense of expansive limitlessness conceals a potential collapse into a frightening void where the self vanishes forever.  The leader rescues the somnambulist from this danger, giving the chaotic world substance and direction by the pure assertion of will.  The self, having been lost in fusion, is restored and renewed as the authority figure constructs an identity, and a world, by his commands.  Radical shifts in value orientations are then possible, as these commands are experienced as emanating from a new, transcendental core of being (Lindholm 78).

When the sense of the charismatic figure’s level of control has reached the highest levels, it can appear as though everything is within his domain of power.  As Wilson discusses, “to (charismatic) agents is ascribed a wide range of power over the natural and social orders” (21).  This dynamic found voice in one participant who recalled,

At one point in the night I was like positive that he (Goa Gil) controlled everything.  The music, the lights, the stars, the trees… like he pushed a button and the moon came out. And I was just like “wow, how’d he do that?” (Preciado 2002)

Another participant spoke of amazement when a distant lightening storm began flashing in time with the music (personal communication to author).  The whole enterprise of the charismatic authority’s power over reality becomes understood as fitting into an intelligent scheme designed by the authority himself.  Wilson points out:

What is involved is a more simplistic apprehension of how things work – the idea that if things are happening, then there must be identifiable persons who are causing them to happen (21).

This intelligent scheme can expand to such supernatural levels that it goes beyond the dimension of the shaman’s personal being to engage the God concept.  The shaman himself becomes an exalted channel through which the divine is manifesting.  This happens from the shaman’s perspective as well, who is also falling into a trance state:

So when I take it and bring it through these places and then finally (can) get it to where… grace will come.  Because when I can get that Cosmic Spirit to reply to me, I’m trying to evoke the Cosmic Spirit, so that the Cosmic Spirit will bless everyone there.  This is the point (Goa Gil 2001a).  

Thus we can see that the mystagogue’s art, in the words of a skilled practitioner, is far more sophisticated than whatever its visible outer form is.  Music is simply a sub-method of a larger “mystagogic art” in which the knowledge of fundamental human religious instincts, among other things, are employed in the creation of social and psychological states.  The DJ becomes the shaman that he is reputed to be, the “deified human agent who… precipitate(s) the collective effervescence of the group” (Lindholm 157).  Durkheim and Weber are reconciled, to an extent, in as much as neither collective effervescence nor charisma stand as the independent causes of the phenomena.  Rather there is a dialectic in which each is energized by the other.  From the perspective of Goa Gil, who has an explicit intention to further religious aims, mystagogic knowledge and a charismatic method are of great importance and of primary emphasis.  Collective effervescence is the domain of the dancers, who almost certainly love to dance even when Goa Gil is not the DJ.  But more to the point is that Goa Gil could not fulfill his charismatic role without collective effervescence, while the collective effervescence could not exist in the calculated liminal mode of a Goa Gil party without the guidance of a knowledgeable mystagogue.  As a first time participant put it so appropriately,

It’s not like you can say what he just created, because everyone created it, it was everyone’s collective energy that made this amazing thing, but you definitely felt like he was orchestrating everything (Preciado 2002).

The process by which this is able to happen, according to my theory, is one in which ritual structure, including the effervescent state of communitas, triggers a charismatic situation that gives rise to a ritual authority in an otherwise secular setting.  This theory of how the escalation of a trance party takes place, casts an interesting light on Turner’s vision of ritual as a collective submersion into anti-structure through time: a rite of passage.  In the Trance party setting, that graduated submersion is necessary not only to coax the neophytes into liminality, but also to coax the entire situation such that the DJ becomes an “elder,” and the dancer a “neophyte.”  It must go through the rotations of the circular process by which liminality, charisma and authority substantiate one another.  Only then can the full “apocalyptic” impact of the liminal condition manifest, and be followed by the successful reconstruction of reality in accordance with spiritual messages.  

Conclusion

Goa Gil’s “Redefining the Ancient Tribal Ritual for the 21st Century” shows itself to be ritual from a variety of perspectives.  In this essay, three major approaches were conducted under the headings of “secular,” “structural,” and “religious.”  In doing this, the trance party was shown to fit each category for different but interrelated reasons.  In the final and most exhaustive measure of ritual, its quality of “religious ritual”, elements from all three points of view were shown to be of considerable importance.  


This goes to show that the theories of ritual set forth by the representative theorists Durkheim, Turner and Weber are not definitive, all-encompassing theories of ritual, but that they point to different important aspects of a complex phenomena.  In this essay, this has been articulated in terms of a “vertical grid of ritual possibilities.”  Each theory is able to articulate progressively more specified aspects of the “trance dance ritual” such that the most fully “ritual” perspective depends on all of them.  Because of the modern setting of the “trance dance ritual,” and its inability to be classified easily, these complex interrelations are highlighted and easier to observe. 

The findings of this paper not only show the Goa Gil Trance Dance Initiation Party to be ritual, it also brings to our awareness the intense shift in consciousness we are undergoing as the product of our times.  Not only do we now have choices about how to conduct ourselves in relation to a setting that is traditionally reserved for choice-less-ness, we can also wonder what the nature of that conduct is in relation to our timeless human heritage.  When did the first question arise, “Am I performing ritual?”    

Perhaps as we delve fully into “post-modernism” and beyond, the face of ritual will change entirely.  Perhaps old modes of assessing ritual will become outdated.  Even those who create rituals may become uncertain of what is actually going on.  We are already seeing signs of this type of development.  As Goa Gil himself said of his “rituals,”

Maybe it’s all just my fantasy.  Maybe it’s all just my dream and my fantasy.  But at least, even if it’s a fantasy, people are enjoying somehow, some people are being inspired and at least it’s a positive fantasy that wants the eventual enlightenment of all sentient beings… (2001a).

May it be Auspicious! 

� The distinction between emic and etic is of central importance to the study of religion.  Wouter Hanegraaff explains it as follows: “The principal theoretical tool to safeguard scientific legitimacy in (the study of religions) is the distinction between emic and etic.  Emic denotes the ‘intersubective patterns of thought and symbolic associations of the believers’ or, expressed more simply, the ‘believers point of view.’… Scholarly discourse about religion, on the other hand, is not emic but etic.  This means that it may involve types of language, distinction, theories, and interpretive models which are considered appropriate by scholars on their own terms… The final results of scholarly research should be expressed in etic language, and formulated in such a way as to permit criticism and falsification both by reference to the emic material and as regards their coherence and consistency in the context of the general etic discourse.


� Cutup denotes segments of music on cassette tape.   


� The term “partying” will technically be used to includes all the phenomena of a party including music, dancing and any other activity.  From the participants’ perspective, however, dancing is the overwhelmingly dominant activity in a party.  Verbally socializing, the main activity in conventional “parties,” does not play a big part in these types of parties whatsoever.


� The effect of psychedelics is often thought to be a matter of insight, an insight which can potentially last beyond the physical effects of the chemical compounds.  Goa Gil explains his view in the following way: 


“I quote Aldous Huxley here: ‘It would be good for anyone with fixed ideas to take this medication.’  There are some people who are so set in their ways, (that) their mind is in this little square box. So, sometimes they need to break that little box of their mind and be open enough to hear the music and have the experience for what it really is. And then, once they've had that experience for one time, they don't necessarily need the psychedelics anymore, because once your ears have opened and your mind is open, you've heard it and than you can hear it again.”  


� See footnote in Introduction, page 1, for definition of “emic” and “etic.”


� Confusingly, the word “structure” is used in two different ways throughout this paper.  One refers to the structure of ritual: the sequence by which its characteristics unfold.  The other refers to the structures typically present in society: what Victor Turner described as “jural, political, and economic positions, offices, statuses and roles, in which the individual is only ambiguously grasped behind the social persona” (Turner 177).  It is confusing because, according to Turner’s theory, the unfolding of ritual structure is characterized by a dissolution of social structure. 


� The Kumbha Mela is the largest and oldest gathering of humans known to man and the most sacred festival in Hinduism.  All the initiations and major religious business of Hinduism is done during this festival which takes place once every three years in four alternating locations, the largest “Maha Kumbha Mela” being held only once every 12 years.  The Juna Akara is the largest brotherhood of sadhus in India, particularly known for their fearsome roughness.  The fact of Gil’s holding the seat of his guru at the Maha Kumbha Mela, is testament to his sanctioned status within the traditional Hindu world.





� This same phenomena is, again, well observed by Radcliffe-Brown who noted in the Andaman dance that “The peculiarity of the force [which causes self-surrender in the act of dancing] is that it seems to act upon the individual both from without (since it is the sight of his friends dancing and the sound of the singing and marking time that occasions it), and also from within (since the impulse to yield himself to the constraining rhythm comes from his own organism).” (p. 249)





� The cultural milieu of spiritually interested travelers becomes particularly significant for affecting these types of responses.  


� This tying of self identity or “ego” with discursive thought processes is, of course, a central concept of Hinduism, a relevant factor considering that Goa Gil is a sadhu.


� Rappaport observes that “In ritual the transmitter and receiver are often one and the same…. To say that performers participate in or become parts of the orders they are realizing is to say that transmitter-receivers become fused with the messages they are transmitting and receiving.”(119)  They are united, in other words, in congregation-hood, while those outside the bounds of the “transmitter-receiver” congregations have nothing to do with the “messages” or content of the ritual.


� Samples are bursts of only a few words, lasting approximately two to ten seconds, that are arranged into an otherwise lyricless piece of music.  They are often cryptic excerpts from movies or other sources, and are not melodic (as in singing).  


� Mangalanandji specified, in a telephone interview, the name of his guru with the honorary title of “Sri 1008 Sri…”  After the passing of his first guru, he became a disciple of Nagababa Mahant Premgiri Kakaji, who was originally his “uncle guru.”


� Claims of this type, even of a mere external involvement with a distant exotic religious community, and even more so with wandering ascetics, are frequently exaggerated or made illegitimately.  I have verified that Goa Gil’s (Mangalanand-ji) claims, at least in its historical form, is legitimate.  I personally met with Mangalanand-jig at the 2001 Maha Kumbha Mela in Allahabad, India, where he being the eldest disciple of his recently deceased guru, commanded the highest seat of his lineage.  His status within the compound of the Juna Akhara, which itself occupies the premium location of sacred land in the Mela grounds, was clearly of high standing (the Kumbha Mela has often resulted in sectarian battles over such sacred locations).  He was not, by any means, like the many other foreign spiritual seekers, who appeared to be self-conceived sadhus donning all the ascetic paraphernalia, but only visiting in the Mela grounds.   His recognized status within the event was evident. I was introduced by Mangalanand-jig to many Indian ascetics in their 50’s who have been his friends since they were teenagers.  Furthermore, I met the yogi, Balyogi Premvarni, with whom Mangalanand-jig practiced in the early ‘70s, “in the jungle” of Rishikesh, and saw the retreat cabin, still standing, that Mangalanand-ji had built there for his period of intensive practice.  





� Damaru: two sided ritual drum played by Shivaite sadhus representing the unity of male and female.


� The rate at which this contraption flashes is gradually increased over the course of the night to where it is at maximum frequency right before sunrise.


� ascetic feats performed by sadhus such as holding one’s arm up in the air for years


� She has missed only one party, due to sickness, since 1986 when they met.


� Based on conversation in telephone interview


� George Feuerstein describes an example of such an activity: “the guru’s ability to penetrate the body-mind of the disciple during initiation and to pierce the subtle energy centers (cakra) so as to awaken and raise the disciple’s kundalini” (283).


� Here, I am drawing a distinction between the automatic authority vested in a traditional ritual role, such as a priest, and that vested in a DJ, which is not instantaneously recognized.  Also, while Goa Gil speaks about his unique mystagogic abilities, he does not do so at the party itself.  The participants are not explicitly informed about his history and sadhu identity except through symbols (shrines, etc.) advertisement flyers (which often don’t relay any such content) and gossip.
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