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Van Gennep's Rites of Passage.  

Arnold Van Gennep (1873 – 1957), French folklorist and ethnographer, is best known for his work 'The Rites of Passage' published in 1909. An original thinker, he used comparative methodology to investigate a wide range of social rituals to see if he could discover an underlying structure. He realised rituals had many functions for both the individual and the wider society but Van Gennep's interest lay in transition rituals for which he coined the phrase 'rites of passage'. Van Gennep perceived a person's life as a “succession of stages with similar ends and beginnings”(1960, p.3). He discovered that all societies mark transitions from one stage of life or status to another and that these rituals enabled the participants to transfer between these social roles without causing disruption to the wider community. These communal rituals also helped the participants adjust to their new status and progress through a stressful and potentially dangerous time. He identified three stages within rites of passage rituals and this threefold pattern has since been “widely taken up and elaborated within many disciplines, including anthropology and religious studies” (Bowie, 2000, p.162).

Van Gennep referred to the three ritual stages as Separation, Transition and Integration (or Preliminal, Liminal and Post Liminal). The separation stage is marked by cutting or separating symbology, such as cutting hair, to reflect a breaking away from the previous role in society. The Transition stage rituals involve the removal of the participants from society and the rituals emphasise this removal by, for example, suspending normal behaviour or creating a change in appearance. This stage can also emphasise teachings that instruct the participants in the responsibilities of their new role. The Integration stage brings the individual or group back into society in their new transformed state and is often accompanied with marks of identity to publicly announce their new status. Van Gennep also recognised that the three stage structure was often repeated within the boundary element of each stage and that the middle stage, in particular, was often longer and more drawn out. Other perceptions included discovering that the crossing of a threshold, either symbolically or in reality, was a key element in all stages and that each type of rite also emphasised its particular aspect, such as fertility in a wedding and protection at childbirth. 

Van Gennep realised his rites of passage model could be applied in broader terms, so explored other social applications in both religious and secular behaviour that displayed the basic three-stage pattern. He successfully applied his model to territorial passages illuminating the importance of the threshold as a boundary between one physical place and another. He also formulated the general rule that the 'first time' has extra significance, such as the birth of a first  child or the first time a stranger enters a house. He said, “life means to separate and be reunited...our interest lies not in the particular rites but in their essential significance...the underlying arrangement is always the same...a typical pattern always recurs: the pattern of the rites of passage“ (1977, pp.189-191).
 
He accepted Durkheim's (1912) sacred and profane dualism but was critical of Durkheim's emphasis on the social to the exclusion of the individual. Justifiably criticising Durkheim for failing to take a critical stance towards his sources, led to a breech between the two men and consequently Durkheim and the academic community largely ignored Van Gennep. 

Translated into English in 1960 gave Rites of Passage a wider audience and the value of Van Gennep’s work began to be recognised by anthropologists, such as Lévi-Strauss, (1963) and Edmund Leach who stated that, “Van Gennep’s schema has proved more useful than Durkheim's” (1968, p.522). Victor Turner (1969) became particularly interested in the transitional / liminal stage that became a key area of his work. Working with the Ndembu of Central Africa Turner (1957) highlighted how the aspect of social levelling and shared experience created a communal bond between male initiates during this stage which he called ‘communitas’. He also explored how the transition stage released participants from the constraints and structure of society (1967). Believing rites were more than reflections of social control, Turner suggested they could also effect social change as rites enabled participants to play with alternative social relationships in the 'anti-structure' middle stage. He extended the application of ‘liminality’ finding parallels within the pilgrimage tradition whilst his work ‘Liminal to Liminoid’ (1974) influenced the application of Van Gennep's model into wider fields such as Art, Theatre and Literature.

Meanwhile, Rene Girad  (1977) highlighted and developed the aspect of ritual violence and sacrifice suggesting that this was displacement violence enacted to protect the wider community. He said, “if left unappeased, violence will accumulate until it overflows its confines and floods the surrounding area” (1977,p.10). Also interested in ritual violence, Maurice Bloch (1996) later proposed his theory of 'rebounding violence' and proposed the Post Liminal stage can be a prelude to male violence. Harvey Whitehouse (2014) studied the violent aspect of male initiation in Papua New Guinea and proposed the term 'imagistic' for the type of ritual that induced fear and pain in initiates. He suggested that these extreme experiences produced 'flashbulb' memories that vividly inscribe knowledge and tradition whilst creating an intense bond between initiates during this vulnerable time.  

Religious historian Bruce Lincoln (1981) later recognised that both Van Gennep and Turner had emphasised male more than female initiation rituals. From studying women’s initiation rites he proposed renaming the three stages with the more inclusive terms, Enclosure, Metamorphosis and Emergence arguing that women's rites, usually undertaken individually, do not instruct but merely help the woman to adapt to her expected role in society.  Audrey Richards also suggested that female initiation was used by society to coerce female compliance with the, often subservient, roles allocated to them.
Other religious theologians considered that the reduction of ritual to its functional significance ignored the religious content and symbolism within the belief systems of a culture while anthropologist Barbara Myerhoff (1977) emphasised the importance of personal experiences within ritual and religious belief.  Wanting to explore this personal experience within another culture, prompted Karen McCarthy Brown (2009) to personally undergo a Vodou ritual initiation ceremony, enabling her to gain a deeper cultural understanding of Vodou. Talal Asad, (1993) also explored the aspect of the individual response within socially constructed ritual and cautioned against attempting a single interpretation of ritual beyond the symbolic.

Van Gennep's huge contribution to Anthropology was expressed by Colin Turnbull, who dedicated a book to Van Gennep which read,  “For Arnold L. van Gennep whose admirable work on rites of passage has helped so many of us” (1984). The three stage rites of passage model has since been used in many wider fields including theorist Ronald Grimes (2002) who encouraged individuals to create their own rites of passage to address issues or crisis points in their own lives, Thomas H. Eriksen who applied Van Gennep's model in his study of individuals or groups who are in-between dominant ethnic categories (1993) and Arpad Szakolczai (2009) who applied the liminal concept to whole societies going through a crisis or a collapse of order. Van Gennep’s rites of passage concept is, today, not only fully immersed in anthropology but continues to be applied to a wide range of fields in both a social and personal context.  As Bjorn Thomassen said, “Van Gennep detected a pattern, a sequence, a ritual form. The ritual pattern was apparently universal: all societies use rites to demarcate transitions. Van Gennep was right” (2009, p.6).
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