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These features link rituals to plays, but there are important differences. Actors merely
portray something, but ritual performers—who make up congregations—are in earnest.
Rituals convey information about the participants and their traditions. Repeated year
after year, generation after generation, rituals translate enduring messages, values, and
sentiments into action.

Rituals are social acts. Inevitably, some participants are more committed than others
are to the beliefs that lie behind the rites. However, just by taking part in a joint public
act, the performers signal that they accept a common social and moral order, one that
transcends their status as individuals.

Rites of Passage

Magic and religion, as Malinowski noted, can reduce anxiety, allay fears, and help
people deal with life crises. Ironically, beliefs and rituals also can create anxiety and a
sense of insecurity and danger (Radcliffe-Brown 1952/1965). Anxiety may arise be-
cause a ritual exists. Indeed, participation in a collective ritual (e.g., circumcision of
early teen boys, common among East African pastoralists) can produce considerable
stress, whose common relief, once the ritual is completed, enhances the solidarity of the
participants. Collective circumcision is an example of a ritual, or rite, of passage, as
participants transition from one stage of life to another.

Rites of passage (rituals associated with the transition from one place, or stage of
life, to another) can be individual or collective. The traditional vision quests of Native
Americans, particularly the Plains Indians, illustrate individual rites of passage. To
move from boyhood to manhood, a youth would temporarily separate from his commu-
nity. After a period of isolation in the wilderness, often featuring fasting and drug con-
sumption, the young man would see a vision, which would become his guardian spirit.
He would return then to his community as an adult.

Contemporary rituals or rites of passage include confirmations, baptisms, bar and bat
mitzvahs, initiations, weddings, and application for Medicare. Passage rites involve
changes in social status, such as from boyhood to manhood, or from nonmember to so-
rority sister. More generally, a rite of passage may mark any change in place, condition,
social position, or age.

All rites of passage have three phases: separation, liminality, and incorporation. In
the first phase, people withdraw from ordinary society. In the third phase, they reenter
society, having completed a ritual that changes their status. The second, or liminal,
phase is the most interesting. It is the limbo, or “time-out,” during which people have
left one status but haven’t yet entered or joined the next (Turner 1967/1974).

Liminality always has certain characteristics. Liminal people exist apart from ordi-
nary distinctions and expectations; they are living in a time out of time. A series of
contrasts set liminality apart from normal social life. For example, among the Ndembu
of Zambia, a new chief underwent a rite of passage before taking office. During the
liminal period, his past and future positions in society were ignored, even reversed. He
was subjected to a variety of insults, orders, and humiliations.

Often, rites of passage are collective. Several individuals—boys being circumcised,
fraternity or sorority initiates, men at military boot camps, football players in summer
training camps, women becoming nuns—pass through the rites together as a group.
Table 9.1 summarizes the contrasts, or oppositions, between liminality and normal
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Oppositions between Liminality and Normal Social Life

Source: Turner,Victor, The Ritnal Proe ess. London, United Kingdom: Routled

e, Capyright ©1969

Liminality Normat Social Structure
transition State

homogeneity heterogeneity

communitas structure

equality ineguality

anonymity names

absence of property property

absence of status Status

nakedness or uniform dress dress distinctions

sexual continence or excess sexuality

minimization of sex distinctions maximization of sex distinctions
absence of rank rank

humility pride

disregard of personai appearance care for personal appearance
unselfishness selfishness

totai obedience obedience only to superior rank
sacredness secularity

sacred instruction technical knowledge
silence speech
simplicity complexity

acceptance of pain anc suffering

avoidance of pain and suffering

social life. Most notable is the social aspect of collective liminality called communitas
(Turner 1967/1974), an intense community spirit, a feeling of great social solidarity,
equality, and togetherness. Liminal people experience the same treatment and condi-
tions and must act alike. Liminality may be marked ritually and symbolically by rever-
sals of ordinary behavior. For example, sexual taboos may be intensified:

conversely,
sexual excess may be encouraged. Limin

al symbols, such as special clothing or body
aordinary—beyond ordinary society and everyday life.
Liminality is basic to all rites of passage. Furthermore, in certain socie
our own, liminal symbols may be used to se
from society as a whole. Such
and cults) are found most char

paint, mark the condition as extr

ties, including
t off one (religious) group from another and
“permanent liminal groups” (e.g., sects, brotherhoods,
acteristically in nation-states. Such liminal features as
humility, poverty, equality, obedience, sexual abstinence, and silence (see Table 9.1)
may be required for all sect or cult memt

sers. Those who join such a group agree Lo its
rules. As if they were undergoing

a passage rite—but in this case a never-ending one—
they may have to abandon their previous possessions and social ties, including those
with family members. Is liminality compatible with Facebook?

Members of a sect or cult often wear uniform clothing. They may adopt a common

hairstyle (shaved head, short hair, or long hair). Liminal groups submerge the individual
in the collective. This may be one reason Americans, whose core values include indi-
viduality and individualism, are so fearful and suspicious of “cults.”
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Not all collective rituals are rites of passage. Most societies observe occasions on
which people come together to worship or celebrate and, in doing so, affirm and
reinforce their solidarity. Rituals such as the totemic ceremonies described in the next
section are rites of intensification: They intensifly social solidarity. The ritual creates
communitas and produces emotions-—the collective spiritual effervescence described
by Durkheim (1912/2001)—that enhance social solidarity.

Totemism

Totemism was a key ingredient in the religions of the Nalive Australians. Totems could
be animals, plants, or geographic features. In each tribe, groups of people had particular
totems. Members of each totemic group believed themselves to be descendants of their
totem, which they customarily neither killed nor ate. However, this taboo was suspended
once a year, when people assembled for ceremonies dedicated to the totem. Only on that
occasion were they allowed to kill and eat their totem. These annual rites were believed
to be necessary for the totem’s survival and reproduction.

Totemism uses nature as a model for society. The totems usually are animals and
plants, which are part of nature. People relate to nature through their tolemic association
with natural species. Because each group has a different totem, social differences mirror
natural contrasts. Diversity in the natural order becomes a model for diversity in the
social order. However, although totemic plants and animals occupy different niches in
nature, on another level they are united because they all are part of nature. The unity of
the human social order is enhanced by symbolic association with and imitation of the
natural order (Durkheim 1912/2001; Lévi-Strauss 1963; Radcliffe-Brown 1952/1965).

Totems are sacred emblems symbolizing common identity. This is true not just among
Native Australians but also among Native American groups of the North Pacific Coast of
North America, whose totem poles are well known. Their totemic carvings, which com-
memorated and told visual stories about ancestors, animals, and spirits, were also associ-
ated with ceremonies. In totemic rituals, people gather together to honor their totem. In
so doing, they use ritual to maintain the social oneness that the totem symbolizes.

Totemic principles continue to demarcate groups, including clubs, teams, and uni-
versities, in modern societies. Think of familiar team mascots and symbols. Badgers,
wolverines, and gators are animals, and buckeye nuts come from the buckeye tree.
Differences between natural species (e.g., lions, tigers, and bears) distinguish sports
teams and even political parties (donkeys and elephants). Although the modern con-
text is more secular, one can still witness, in intense college football rivalries, some of
the effervescence Durkheim noted in Australian totemic religion and other rites of
intensification.

_i_%ocial Control

Religion means a lot to people. It helps them cope with uncertainty, adversity, fear, and
tragedy. It offers hope that things will get better. Lives can be transformed through
spiritual healing. Sinners can repent and be saved—or they can go on sinning and be
damned. If the taithful truly internalize a system of religious rewards and punishments,




