Liminality and communitas

(Seeking to grasp the meaning of liminality.)
Form and attributes of rites of passage

Arnold van Gennep: “liminal phase” of rites of passage (=rites which accompany every change of place, state, social position and age)

3 phases: separation: detachment, margin: luminal phase, in between, possessing no characteristics from any phase before or after, not stable, aggregation: back in stable position, with rights and duties towards others.
Ritual subject or the passenger ( ambiguous characteristics or attributes
Liminality

Attributes = necessarily ambiguous 

Cultural space ( states and positions ( classifications (liminality slips through this

Symbols ~ social and cultural transitions: death, in the womb, bisexuality, darkness, wilderness, eclipse

Luminal entities: presented as possessing nothing ~ behavior
Comradeship and egalitarianism 

Communitas

Interest = blend of lowliness and sacredness, of homogeneity and comradeship

Generalized social bond ( structural ties

2 major models of human interrelatedness: juxtaposed (structured) and alternating (unstructured and undifferentiated comitatus, community or commune of equal indiv who submit together to the general authority of the ritual elders)

Sacred

Dialectic of the developmental cycle

Social life as a type of dialectical process
The passage from lower to higher status is through a limbo of statuslessness
The liminality of an installation rite
Ex: senior chief Kanongesha among the Ndembu of Zambia + highest status in tribe (paradoxical position: he represents the apex of the structured politico-legal hierarchy >< the total community as an unstructured unit.

“A chief is just like a slave on the night before he succeeds”

Construction of a shelter ( to die

Almost no clothes, wife similarly dressed ( unification, homogeneity

Infirm, shame, modesty behavior ( the way they sit and act

 Kumukindyila : to speak evil or insulting words against him, meaning?
Attributes (characteristics) of liminal entities

Focus: liminality and the ritual powers of the weak (= the inferiors towards the liminal entities)
Main ingredients: dressed identically


same name


submissiveness


silence

· Attributes of sexlessness and anonymity: typical for liminality

· Symbolically, all attributes that distinguish categories and groups in the structured social order are here in abeyance; the neophytes are merely entities in transition, as yet without place or position.

· Submission to an authority that is nothing less than that of the total community: authority of tradition!

· Tabula rasa, ontdaan van kennis van de vorige status, klaar om de kennis van de nieuwe status te inscriberen. “The ordeals and humiliations…”
· Sexual continence: The return to society as a structure of statuses.

· Analysis of the homiletic of Kafwana: possession >< sharing with community

· Chastening function of liminality

· The powers that shape the neophytes in liminality for the incumbency of new status are felt, in rites all over the world, to be more than human powers, though they are invoked and channeled by the representatives of the community.

Liminality contrasted with status system

What? Express the difference betw the properties of liminalty and those of the status system.

· Transition as a permanent status: Western Christian rule of St. Benedict

· Ndembu ~benedicts
Mystical danger and the powers of the weak

What? Liminal situations: attributed with magico-religious properties + dangerous or polluting ( structure >< communitas ( Douglas
The powers of the weak: the permanently or transiently sacred attributes of low status or position.
Millenarian movements

Millenarian religious movement = manifestation of comunitas: uprooted and desperate masses living on the country-side or in the city, living on the margin of society.

Attributes: correspond pretty closely with the ones of tribal rituals

Hippies, communitas, and the powers of the weak

In modern western society
Hippies: same properties, members of adolescent and young-adult categories who do not have the advantage of national rites de passage.

Liminality, low status, and communitas

Hypothesis that seeks to account for the attributes of such seemingly diverse social phenomena.
Common characteristics: they are all persons or principles that:

1. Fall in the interstices of social structure

2. Are on the margins

3. Or, occupy its lowest rungs.

Communitas emerges where social structure is not
