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Task 2 Encyclopaedia article CLCL 7003
Unit 7 Van Gennep’s Rites of Passage
Keywords: ritual, rites of passage, transition, flexibility.
Background
Charles-Arnold Kurr van Gennep (23 April 1873 – 7 May 1957) was born in Ludwigsburg in Germany, but moved to Lyons in France with his mother when he was six years old on the separation of his parents. He spent most of his life in France as an independent scholar, lecturer and translator, his main interests being ethnology and folklore. He was denied an academic post because of his disagreement with Durkheim and his followers over questions of definition of totemism, taboo, the distinction between magic and religion and the individual’s position in society. However, this did not deter him from publishing the results of his own scholarship that were based on empirical observation in a wide range of contexts. His main book on French folklore was Le Manuel de folklore français contemporain (1937 -1958). His best-known and most important work was Les rites de passage (1909) which was translated by Vizedom and Caffee, with an introduction by Kimball and published in English in 1960. (Zumwalt. 1982, pp.300-301).   
Rites of Passage
In van Gennep’s view, ritual and ceremony were essential for the stability of society:
Changes of condition do not occur without disturbing the life of society and the individual and it is the function of rites of passage to reduce their harmful effect. (van Gennep,1960, p.13).
Rites of Passage was an exposition of the structural similarity of a wide range of rituals of change. His interest was in the commonality of form rather than the content of ritual, looking for patterns within ritual rather than at the ritual itself. Van Gennep offered a model through which life changes can be viewed that was universally applicable. He identified a three-fold, flexible structure within ritual: separation (preliminal), transition (liminal) and incorporation (postliminal). These stages symbolically mark and accomplish changes through life: movement from one stage to another. This sequence has been widely accepted and adapted by various academic disciplines and vocational areas. 
Phases of model
separation (preliminal): the passage out of a previous phase or social status. 
transition (liminal): a marginal stage between fixed positions. This is a potentially dangerous time associated with pollution and threshold rites. Purification rites, such as washing indicate separation from the previous state. 
incorporation (postliminal): reintegration or entry into a new social state often accompanied by rites of incorporation such as a shared meal
The flexibility of van Gennep’s model was such that various rituals along life’s path could be accommodated, although some tended to emphasise a specific phase within the model. This tripartite schema can be identified in all the main life events of an individual or group:  pregnancy and birth, initiation rites, betrothal and marriage, death and funeral rites and also in calendrical transitions such as New Year. The liminal stage is often viewed as the most important (see Turner below) as individuals or groups undergo transformation. This may be a lengthy process in some circumstances preceding reintegration into the community and society as a whole. ‘The crossing of a threshold, real or symbolic, temporal or physical, is a key element in all rites of passage’ (Bowie, 2006, p.149). 
Influential commentators
Victor Turner was born in Glasgow on 28 May 1920 and died in Charlottesville, Virginia on 18 December 1983. Based on van Gennep’s threefold structure of rites of passage, his work developed the middle, liminal stage. Turner’s main contribution was that of communitas, a communal bond born out of a shared liminal experience. He described communitas as a state in which boundaries between individuals disappear. With status distinctions removed a sense of community is created. In these terms communitas can be viewed as anti-hierarchical and as part of the zeitgeist of the 1960s.
His research and that of his wife Edith, was focused on the Ndembu people of Zambia in the 1950s and 1960s.They also worked on pilgrimage and on other groupings such as closed monastic orders and theatre groups. (Bowie, 2006, pp152-157).
Colin Campbell’s (23 November 1924 – 28 July 1994) work on the rites of passage among the BaMabuti and the Bantu peoples of the Congo built further on the van Gennep’s model.  The nkumbi, an initiation ceremony for boys into manhood, had all three stages of van Gennep’s model and could be seen as a test case. Although these two groups had a shared set of rituals, he found that they did not share the same understanding of the rites nor attach the same importance to them. In the case of the nkumbi, the initiation into manhood, this difference was profound. For the BaMabuti the ritual was not taken seriously as a rite of passage. For them, a boy became a man when he kills game when hunting. They participated in the ritual with the Bantu purely for economic reasons as they gained resources and work from them. In contrast, this was an essential rite for the Bantu that ‘transformed the boy into a man’ and ‘socialised him into continuity with the past and future’. (Kunin, 2003, p.189.)  The liminal stage was seen as the most important aspect in which the boys were separated from their families, passed through physical ordeals and circumcised before being incorporated in the community as men.
This variance in understanding suggests that van Gennep’s model cannot be seen as prescriptive and that liminality may not, as Turner would suggest, a necessary element. Other social, economic or structural factors have significant influence on the presence or importance of the liminal stage. (Kunin, 2003, pp.188-190).
Bruce Lincoln (born 5 March 1948). In his publication, Emerging from the Chrysalis: studies in rituals of women’s initiation, Lincoln questioned the relevance of van Gennep’s model as an essentially masculine construct and its universality. He proposed an alternative tripartite model of enclosure, metamorphosis (or magnification) and emergence as more appropriate to the experience of women. Lincoln describes the ritual as a method of coercion and control in which ‘women learn to accept socialised cultural roles, however unfavourable’ (Bowie, 2006, p.159). He came to view the insubordination of women in this way as immoral, suggesting that disruption of ritual was a valid site of resistance. However, he admitted that in practice this would come at a high social cost and be very limited (Bowie, 2006, p.160).
In the 1930s, Audrey Richards (8 July 1899- 29 June 1984) had come to a similar conclusion when doing fieldwork in Zambia among the Bemba people. In Chisungu: a girl’s ignition ceremony among the Bemba of Northern Rhodesia, she recounts how she came to view female initiation as a means by which women were coerced to conform to society’s demands to produce obedient and productive workers (Bowie, 2006, p.139).
More recently, Harvey Whitehouse has examined the effect of fear in male initiation rites. Both René Girard and Maurice Bloch have also expanded on van Gennep’s ideas, concentrating on the role violence plays within rites of passage. (Bowie, 2006, pp.163-165).
Potential applications
Van Gennep’s model offers a framework for understanding the ‘passage of change’ in other areas: for instance, gift giving, students’ experience of leaving home to go to university; the upheaval of migration to a different country; the entry and induction into the military or the alienation felt by some sections of modern society.
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