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[bookmark: _GoBack]Encyclopaedia Article:  Van Gennep’s Rites of Passage 

Charles- Arnold Kurr van Gennep (1873-1957), a German-born ethnographer and folklorist, is famous for his pioneering work on ritual regarding rites of passage. His anthropological study “Les Rites de Passage” or “The Rites of Passage” is widely renown and was intended to be a classification study singling out rites of passage as a special category of its own (1960, pp.9). Primarily composed in French in 1909, the text was later translated into English in 1960.

Van Gennep believed that rites of passage enabled people to transition from one status, be it literal or metaphorical, to another (pp. 1-15) Van Gennep was also the first to recognise ritual as a ceremonial device that can be used by society to deal with and resolve certain life crises (including birth, death and marriage) in a safe and controlled way (pp.13). The most recognised part of van Gennep’s theory was his creation of a tripartite structure, acting as a framework for all rites of passage. According to van Gennep, in order for a person to transition successfully from one social status, or situation, to another, the person must undergo three phases: separation, transition and incorporation (pp.10).  This helps maintain social and cultural order and is argued to be the underlying pattern of most ritual action (Bell, 1997, pp.37). Nevertheless, there are those who argue that van Gennep’s structure does not appear in all ritual contexts, is Eurocentric in its approach and that he fails to theoretically account for his own threefold structure (Blundell and Cunningham, 2017, pp.178; Montgomery, 2009, pp.215; Kunin, 2000, pp.6; Turner, 1977, pp.53).

Van Gennep and his tripartite model has met with some criticism. Marcel Mauss wrote a critical review for l’Annee Sociologique on “The Rites of Passage”, stating that van Gennep saw rites of passage everywhere, that he forces his law into a principle that covers all religious representation and all that he offered was a truism which told people nothing new about ritual (Thomassen, 2014, pp.60). Additionally, the religious historian Bruce Lincoln disagreed with van Gennep’s theoretical tripartite framework for ritual stating that it only dealt with the male aspect of ritual. Lincoln believed that the female aspect had been grossly overlooked, especially concerning rites of initiation (1981, pp.100), a view held by many other scholars (Nye, 2008; Grimes, 2000; Bynum; 1996)   Lincoln proposed a new three stage framework that would fit women’s ritual better; enclosure, metamorphosis/magnification and emergence. Lincoln uses the example of the Tukuna to describe the Moça Nova festival (1981, pp.101) to explain the new terminology and structure. 

In terms of the threefold structure, the first stage proposed by Van Gennep is separation, or the post-liminal stage. This involves the separation of the person from their current social or magico-religious status. Van Gennep stresses the importance of separation both geographically and symbolically (Grimes, 2000, pp.104). This can be seen, for example, through cutting of hair or of the umbilical cord (p.50), isolation from society when pregnant (pp.41) and circumcision (pp.50-51). However, scholars have argued, particularly concerning home birth rituals, that these rituals are sometimes rites of intensification, not separation, and only intensify the state of that person rather than separate or reverse it (Bynum 1996; Klassen, 2001)

The second stage is known as the transitional or liminal stage. The word liminal stems from the Latin word limen, meaning threshold (Bowie, 2000, pp.152). This is the first time we see this term used in anthropological studies, and van Gennep is credited for its introduction (Thomassen, 2014 pp. 215). In this stage, rites of transition are performed in order to carry the person from one social or magico-religious stage to another by crossing a threshold. The second phase, particularly, is one of the most influential parts of van Gennep’s theoretical framework. Van Gennep’s influence can be seen in the anthropological work completed by the structuralist Victor Turner and his wife Edith, particularly on the Ndembu tribes in Africa (1967). Van Gennep’s liminal stage and work on thresholds inspired Turner in his studies, particularly when dealing with initiation rites (1969), and paved the way for his theories on communitas (Bowie, 2000).  Mary Douglas also based her research on the liminal stage of van Gennep’s rites of passage. Douglas believed ambiguity to be dangerous and that ritual helped with the marginality that accompanied these rituals. Douglas also uses the metaphor that society is like a house, an idea found in “The Rites of Passage”, to reiterate the dangers of crossing thresholds and marginal spaces (Douglas, 1966, pp.2; van Gennep, 1960, pp.26). Classical scholarship has taken note of van Gennep’s liminal theory also. For example, Dowden uses liminality to explain how the arkteia, performed at Brauron, corresponds to the liminal phase of a rite of passage and how the myth explains the tensions that trigger that crises (1992, pp.75). The maidens are transferred out of their maidenhood and into a period of seclusion, only to emerge as a woman at the other side. Joseph Campbell also used van Gennep’s theory in his work regarding classical heroes in mythology (Campbell, 2008; Grimes, 2000). However, Kunin would argue that the liminal stage does not appear in all ritual (2000). Kunin states that the liminal stage does not and cannot exist within most Jewish rites of passage (2000, pp.6) This is due to the overlapping of boundaries, therefore a marginal state does not exist. 

The final stage discussed in Les Rites de Passage is the stage of incorporation in which post-liminal rites are performed. This is when the person is reincorporated back into society albeit now transformed and formed anew (Bowie, 2000). Van Gennep uses marriage as an example of this (pp. 11). This stage has seen criticism, especially in the work of Crapanzano (1980). Crapanzano uses the example of Moroccan circumcision as a passage into adulthood and states that ritual does not always have to ability to transform, even though it pretends to (1980; Bell, 1997, pp.56-58). 

Van Gennep’s interpretation of rites of passage also clarifies his view on the term “sacred” within ritual practice. It is Van Gennep’s opinion that ritual action helps to determine the sacred and is not simply a reaction to it. The phrase “pivoting the sacred” is used by Van Gennep to explain how the sacred is not an absolute but is bought into question by certain conditions (pp.12; Bell,1997, pp.37). However, he also believed it was a modern concept that is not applicable to “semi-civilised” people, where the sacred is part of their every action and thought (Thomassen, 2014 ) This offered a different perspective on the view put forward by Durkheim, who believed that the sacred was just an expression of the profane in need of an object to worship (Durkheim, 1915, pp.37; Thomassen, 2014; Bell, 1997, pp.37). Nevertheless, this has been criticised by Klassen (2001) who states that “sacred” is a term that means different things to different people. By pivoting the sacred, Klassen believes she would be “underscoring the power relations inherent in classifying something as sacred” (Klassen, 2001, pp.86)

Finally, van Gennep uses “The Rites of Passage” to highlight certain terminology and language used to describe rites of passage that he believes is incorrect. He argues that rites of passage concerned with puberty were incorrectly named. This is due to the fact that the timing of such rituals is not specifically connected with the physical appearance of sexual maturation (pp.46; Bell, 1997 pp.95). Therefore, the ritual was related more to the social process of maturation rather than the biological process. Van Gennep states that the rituals are not “puberty” rituals but rites of separation from an asexual world which end in the reincorporation into the sexual world.
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