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Essay Two
Choosing a form of ritual from any contemporary context, and analysing it using one or more theoretical approach(es) discussed in this module, critically evaluate the strengths and limitations of the chosen theoretical framework(s).
Historically, the study of ritual has been rooted in Evolutionist notions of religious advancement, with rituals originally being labelled as barbaric practices undertaken by primitive people. Over time, these theories have come to be challenged, and the understanding of what determines a ‘ritual’ has developed. The focus in religious studies, particularly pertaining to ritual, has shifted away from grand theory towards a more open objective of increasing understanding, rather than the seeking of origin or assessment of truth claims. 

Interestingly, ritual studies have developed so much over time that there is now the understanding within the academic field that rituals are not just an outward display of religious practice, but can be seen in many aspects of culture and society, including even secular ritual. This essay will explore this further, focussing on the notion of secular marriage as a ritual within the United Kingdom, and evaluating the approach taken by Arnold van Gennep to analysing this rite of passage.

Arnold van Gennep (1873 – 1957) was a European Ethnographer and Folklorist, who wrote The Rites of Passage in 1960. His research addresses the notion that certain rites of passage maintain societal continuity and stability by allowing transformation between certain states of being, such as, for the purposes of this essay, a single person becoming married (Van Gennep, 1960). Van Gennep believed that there were three stages to a rite of passage that must be adhered to, namely separation, transition and incorporation (Van Gennep, 1960).
Analysing the ritual of secular marriage as practiced within the United Kingdom, the separation element can be seen in various ways. At the very start of the process, there is an engagement of the couple, usually (although not always) involving the presentation of a ring to the future Bride. From this point, it could be argued by van Gennep that the future Bride enters a separate state of being. She is no longer a single person but instead enters the social status of being engaged, wears a ring and is organising a wedding. There are exclusive events that she may attend, such as wedding fairs. Cards and gifts are sometimes sent to celebrate this separated state, and engagement parties can be held. This massively varies between couples, especially within secular weddings. For religious weddings this separation may also include an element of church attendance or meetings with Priests. There is generally some separation of duties in the organisation of the wedding also, the Groom will usually not see the Brides dress, and there can be Hen and Stag parties prior to the wedding where the men and women separate to celebrate the forthcoming wedding, plus the end of the social status of single life for both parties.
In the preparation before the wedding, separation continues as the Bride undergoes various beauty treatments which could be classed as ritualistic, bathing, shaving, hair styling and treatment, makeup etc. It is also common for Brides to undertake diets or weight loss techniques prior to weddings. This is in order to present the Bride’s ‘best self’ ready for the ceremony. The Groom may also undertake such preparations. 

Although this can vary between couples, the Bride and Groom don’t tend spend the night before the wedding together. In cases where they do, they usually then physically separate on the morning of the wedding, reuniting at the ceremony itself. Usually each party will spend the time immediately before the ceremony with friends and family, mainly of the same sex. For example, a Bride may get ready with her Bridesmaids and her Mother. It is customary for the Groom to already be at the wedding venue before the Bride arrives, and she then enters the room and joins him in front of the official. Sometimes, in keeping with the religious practice, there is an aisle that the Bride walks down, but this is not always the case. However, there is definite physical separation between the Bride and Groom prior to the ceremony itself. The separation at weddings can also be extended to include the families, whereby traditionally the Bride’s family sit on the left hand side of the ceremony space and the Groom’s sit to the right, however this is now not always practised.
Taking all of this into account in relation to van Gennep’s model, we can see that although these acts could be defined in this way, the social separation is not apparent. There are elements which are generally accepted as physical separation, such as the morning before the wedding. However, it is not fully a separation from a social status, in this case the status of ‘single’ moving towards becoming ‘married’, because right up until the ceremony the couple are still seen as single people, albeit engaged. Furthermore these acts of separation that are undertaken are more of choice rather than as ritually expected. There is a huge variance in how couples choose to prepare for their wedding, and whether the elements of physical separation occur at all. 
In terms of attributing van Gennep’s ‘liminality’ to secular marriage within the United Kingdom, this could be defined as the engagement period whereby a couple have left the state of ‘single’ and aren’t yet accepted as a married couple. However, this is not accepted across the secular society, there is no recognition given to ‘engaged’ couples formally, and therefore as defined by van Gennep these ‘liminal personae’ are ambiguous (van Gennep, 1960). It is generally accepted that women will be given an engagement ring, which they will wear during this period to define themselves as ‘engaged’ and therefore within this liminal stage. 

The final stage in van Gennep’s theory is that of incorporation. This can be easily identified within the ritual of secular marriage in the UK. At the wedding ceremony itself there are several aspects that lead towards the incorporation of the two single people into a married union, such as the vows and the exchanging of rings. Traditionally couples discuss their future lives together, renouncing their single life that has now passed, and making promises to each other that promote their union. After a wedding, traditionally the Bride can take on her new husband’s surname as her new surname, and use the title Mrs, however this practice has somewhat altered over time so it’s not always the case. After the ceremony there is usually a celebration which can include food, drink and merriment, generally involving the coming together (incorporation) of both of the families. Furthermore, the couple are now recognised in society as a ‘married’ couple. This is reflected as a change in status for official elements such as the census, a change in financial status, with companies offering discounts for married couples and a shift in societal viewpoint generally as a couple is seen as more ‘stable’ and therefore more dependable in certain lights.
Therefore, Arthur van Gennep’s model could be seen as representative of the process of marriage itself, and its structure, but one has to question whether this framework provides an adequate understanding of the ritual. Secular marriage in particular has been developed as an alternative to the religious marriages that many residents of the UK no longer believe in, however much of the religious symbolism remains. Within a religious marriage, a lot of the content of the ceremony itself is dictated by the Church or the Priest, with some small choices to be made by the couple, such as hymn selection. During a secular wedding, there are some official words that must be said by the presiding officiant and the couple, however, there is greater choice afforded to the couple in some areas, in order to make it a more personal ceremony. This includes the amending of vows, the inclusion of non-religious readings and songs, choices over layout and decorations and methods of delivering the ceremony. Often these reflect very personal attributes or beliefs of the couple themselves, and can be indicative of the meaning of the ceremony to that couple. All of this nuance is looked over within van Gennep’s model. 
Although this framework can accurately describe the societal process within the rite of passage of secular marriage, it doesn’t fully describe what is actually happening from an emic perspective for the couple. In most cases within a secular marriage in the United Kingdom, the couple are not seeking to alter their social status as their main reason behind getting married, it is a declaration of the love that they have found for each other and wanting to openly declare their intention to spend the rest of their lives together. It is a union that continues to be seen as more permanent than just co-habiting. The rituals before a wedding, such as the beautification, the separation and the preparations are widely accepted as a part of the process of getting married, and not undertaken with the intention of separate an individual from society or to enter this liminal phase, even if, in van Gennep’s view, that could be seen as occurring. 

In van Gennep’s framework, symbols during the marriage are representative of the various phases that are being honoured (van Gennep, 1960). The engagement ring an outward symbol of entering the separation and liminal phase, the wedding rings of the incorporation phase, for example. Although this can be accepted, it presents a limited understanding of this particular symbol. Rings symbolically have no beginning and no end, and represent the endless infinity of love between a couple. There is a vein within the fourth finger of the left hand that leads directly to the heart and therefore this is the finger where the wedding ring is worn. To see this as merely an outward demonstration of the incorporation of the couple is to miss out all of this symbolic meaning around the love that the couple share. It is a limited perspective, which can be applied to many of the symbols demonstrated within the ritual of secular marriage in the United Kingdom. Another example of this would be the dress that the Bride wears. Traditionally white, in a religious marriage this was a symbol of the Bride’s virginity or purity. In modern times there is less focus towards the virginity of the Bride, and therefore wedding dresses are in a many number of colours, ranging from off-white or ivory through to various bright or unusual colours, even black. Wedding dresses are very personal, usually the Bride does not show the Groom the dress before the wedding, as she wants it to be a surprise on the day. Rather than a process of presenting herself in such a way reflective of her future status, it is more of a reflection on the value of the ritual itself to the Bride, that she will have photographs of her in this dress to keep for the rest of her life, to show her family and children, and therefore the dress she is wearing will be remembered. It is traditional for the Bride’s family to pay for the dress, although again in many marriages across the UK this is not necessarily consistently the case.
Although van Gennep’s framework could be seen to represent these three stages of rites of passage, it was identified as limited, and therefore further developed. The British Social Anthropologist Victor Turner (1920 - 1983) was particularly interested in the liminal stage. Defined by van Gennep as an in between time, with ambiguity, Turner saw it as a paradox where anything was possible (Turner, 1979). Turner developed his model focussing on this unstructured period, which he labelled ‘communitas’. For Turner this was a dangerous period as social status was suspended (Turner, 2002). If we review this model in line with what we have already discussed, secular marriages within the United Kingdom, we can see that this anti-structure doesn’t really exist. There are many instances of engagements falling apart. There are instances whereby a couple may plan a wedding but for various reasons it may not go ahead. There are rarely social issues that arise from broken engagements within secular society of the United Kingdom. No social order is threatened by couples remaining as engaged couples, because there are many couples in the United Kingdom who become engaged, without actually planning a wedding or getting married, or having long periods of engagement which could be said to be ‘communitas’ but contrary to Turner’s model, this does not cause societal imbalance.
Due to this further development of van Gennep’s liminal phase, one can quite obviously identify further issues in his model in terms of its application to secular marriage within the United Kingdom. The process of definition of the liminal stage is forced, as the marriage process itself has evolved over time, with less religious restrictions and less societal change throughout the process of engagement, with less importance placed on the value of marriage within the secular society of the United Kingdom. 
Turner moved on from this understanding of van Gennep’s phases, seeking to further explain ritual in more detail than van Gennep’s model was able to. Whereas van Gennep’s framework provides a routine to ritual, it was identified that this was not a fully developed theory at all, but merely assessing one particular aspect of ritual, namely it’s structure. Turner’s later theories moved into explanations of ritual as social dramas and performances, which often, as he has defined previously, took place during periods of communitas (Turner, 2002). Turner continued to develop this understanding of communitas and define it further into four stages, that of a breach in social relations, a social crisis, redressive action and then reintegration (Turner, 2002). This effectively reworked van Gennep’s original framework, deeming it outdated.
Furthermore, the limitations of van Gennep’s framework are identified further when we consider such research as that by Catherine Bell (1953-2008) who identifies the ‘ritualisation’ of ordinary activities, reclassifying what ritual means and thus enabling an understanding not previously seen in ritual studies (Bell, 1992). When we examine a wedding using Bell’s theories, we uncover a greater number of ritualistic behaviours that give meaning and importance to far more aspects of the ritual, rather than merely labelling it a rite of passage and seeking to assess its functionality in society. 
In conclusion, Arthur van Gennep’s model is an accurate representation of the transformative nature of rites of passage, however, it does not fully encompass the complex ritual practices and the meanings behind them. It merely documents one element of the function of ritual within the societal context, rather than seeking to increase understanding. It could be akin to a grand theory in that it attempts to shoe-horn rites of passage into a framework to provide a worldwide definition. When turning to consider secular rituals, which are within ritual studies being seen as just as valid an area of interest as religious ritual, this framework vastly loses its credibility as a method of analysis. 
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