The Ritual Process

Structure and Anti-Structure

Victor Turner
With a Foreword by Roger D. Abrahams

1969

==

ALDINE DE GRUYTER
New York


YD
Texte tapé à la machine
1969


96 The Ritual Process

of the patient and her husband in Isoma had some of these attri-
butes—passivity, humility, near-nakedness—in a symbolic milieu that
represented both a grave and a womb. In initiations with a long
period of seclusion, such as the circumcision rites of many tribal
societies or induction into secret societies, there is often a rich pro-
liferation of liminal symbols.

Communitas

What is interesting about liminal phenomena for our present pur-
poses is the blend they offer of lowliness and sacredness, of homo-
geneity and comradeship. We are presented, in such rites, with a

> and in and out of secular social

“moment in and out of time,’
structure, which reveals, however fleetingly, some recognition (in
symbol if not always in language) of a generalized social bond that
has ceased to be and has simultaneously yet to be fragmented into a
multiplicity of structural ties. These are the ties organized in terms
either of caste, class, or rank hierarchies or of segmentary oppositions
in the stateless societies beloved of political anthropologists. It is as
though there are here two major ““models” for human interrelated-
ness, juxtaposed and alternating. The first is of society as a struc-
tured, differentiated, and often hierarchical system of politico-legal-
economic positions with many types of evaluation, separating men
in terms of ““more’” or *‘less.” The second, which emerges recogniz-
ably in the liminal period, is of society as an unstructured or rudi-
mentarily structured and relatively undifferentiated comitatus, com-
munity, or even communion of equal individuals who submit to-
gether to the general authority of the ritual elders.

13 2 33

I prefer the Latin term ‘‘communitas” to ‘‘community,” to dis-
tinguish this modality of social relationship from an “area of common
living.” The distinction between structure and communitas is not
simply the familiar one between ““secular’ and “sacred,” or that,
for example, between politics and religion. Certain fixed offices in

tribal societies have many sacred attributes; indeed, every social
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position has some sacred characteristics. But this ‘““sacred’” component
1s acquired by the incumbents of positions during the rites de passage,
through which they changed positions. Something of the sacredness
of that transient humility and modelessness goes over, and tempers
the pride of the incumbent of a higher position or office. This is not
simply, as Fortes (1962, p. 86) has cogently argued, a matter of
giving a general stamp of legitimacy to a society’s structural positions.
It is rather a matter of giving recognition to an essential and generic
human bond, without which there could be no society. Liminality
implies that the high could not be high unless the low existed, and
he who is high must experience what it is like to be low. No doubt
something of this thinking, a few years ago, lay behind Prince
Philip’s decision to send his son, the heir apparent to the British
throne, to a bush school in Australia for a time, where he could
learn how ‘‘to rough it.”

Dualectic of the Developmental Cycle

From all this I infer that, for individuals and groups, social life is a
type of dialectical process that involves successive experience of high
and low, communitas and structure, homogeneity and differentia-
tion, equality and inequality. The passage from lower to higher
status is through a limbo of statuslessness. In such a process, the
opposites, as it were, constitute one another and are mutually indis-
pensable. Furthermore, since any concrete tribal society 1s made up
of multiple personae, groups, and categories, each of which has its
own developmental cycle, at a given moment many incumbencies of
fixed positions coexist with many passages between positions. In
other words, each individual’s life experience contains alternating ex-

posure to structure and communitas, and to states and transitions.

THE LIMINALITY OF AN INSTALLATION RITE

One brief example from the Ndembu of Zambia of a rite de passage
that concerns the highest status in that tribe, that of the senior chief
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98 The Ritual Process

Kanongesha, will be useful here. It will also expand our knowledge
of the wav the Ndembu utilize and explain their ritual symbols. The
position of senior or paramount chief among the Ndembu, as n
many other African socteties, is a paradoxical one, for he represents
both the apex of the structured politico-legal hierarchy and the total
community as an unstructured unit. He is, symbolically, also the
tribal territory itself and all its resources. Its fertility and freedom
from drought, famine, disease, and insect plagues are bound up with
his oflice, and with both his physical and moral condition. Among
the Ndembu, the ritual powers of the senior chief were limited by
and combined with those held by a senior headman of the au-
tochthonous Mbwela people, who made submission only after long
struggle to their Lunda conquerors led by the first Kanongesha. An
important right was vested in the headman named Kafivana, of the
Humbu, a branch of the Mbwela. This was the right to confer and
periodically to medicate the supreme symbol of chiefly status among
tribes of Lunda origin, the (ukanu bracelet, made from human gen-
italia and sinews and soaked in the sacrificial blood of male and
female slaves at each mstallation. Kafwana’s ritual title was Chiv-
wikankanu, “the one who dresses with or puts on the lukanu.” He
also had the title Mama yaKanongesha, ““mother of Kanongesha,”
because he gave symbolic birth to each new incumbent of that office.
Kafwana was also said to teach each new Kanongesha the medicines
of witcheraft, which made him feared by his rivals and subordinates
—perhaps one indication of weak political centralization.

The lukanu, originally conferred by the head of all the Lunda, the
Mwantiyanvwa, who ruled in the Katanga many miles to the north,
was ritually treated by Kafwana and hidden by him during inter-
regna. The mystical power of the lukanu, and hence of the Kanon-
gesha-ship, came jointly from Mwantiyanvwa, the political fountain-
head and, Kafwana, the ritual source: its employment for the benefit
of the land and the people was in the hands of a succession of
individual incumbents of the chieftainship. Its origin in Mwantiyan-
vwa symbolized the historical unity of the Ndembu people, and their
political differentiation into subchiefdoms under Kanongesha; its
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periodic medication by Kafwana symbolized the land—of whilck‘l Kaf-
wana was the original “owner”—and the total community living on
it. The daily invocations made to it by Kanongesha, at dawn and
sunset, werel for the fertility and continued health and strength of the
land, /of its animal and vegetable resources, and of the people—in
short, for the commonweal and public good. But the lukanu had a
negative aspect; it could be used by Kanongesha to curse.' If he
touched the earth with it and uttered a certain formula, it was
believed that the person or group cursed would become barren, their
land infertile and their game invisible. In the {ukanu, finally, Lunda
and Mbwela were united in the joint concept of Ndembu land and
folk.

In the relationship between Lunda and Mbwela, and betwe'en
Kanongesha and Kafwana, we find a distinction familiar in Africa
between the politically or militarily strong and the subdued autoch.-
thonous people, who are nevertheless ritually potent. Iowan Lewis
(1963) has described such structural inferiors as having ** the power
or powers of the weak™ (p. 11 1). One well-known example from %he‘
literature is to be found in Meyer Fortes’s account of the Tallensi of
northern Ghana, where the incoming Namoos brought chieftainship
and a highly developed ancestral cult to the autochthonous Tal‘c,
who, for their part, are thought to have important ritual powers %n
connection with the earth and its caverns. In the great Golib
Festival, held annually, the union of chiefly and priestly powers is
symbolized by the mystical marriage between chiefl o.f Tongo, leader
of the Namoos, and the great earth-priest, the Golibdaana, of the
Tale, portrayed respectively as “husband” and “wife.” Ar'nong
Ndembu, Kafwana is also considered, as we have seen, symbolically
feminine in relation to Kanongesha. I could multiply examples of
this type of dichotomy many times from African sources alonf:, and
its range is world-wide. The point I would like to stress here is .tha’f
there is a certain homology between the weakness’’ and ** passivity
of liminality in diachronic transitions between states z?.nd statuses,
and the “structural” or synchronic inferiority of certain personae,

groups, and social categories in political, legal, and economic
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systems. The “‘liminal” and the ““inferior ” conditions are often asso-
ciated with ritual powers and with the total community seen as
undifferentiated.

To return to the installation rites of the Kanongesha of the
Ndembu: The liminal component of such rites begins with the con-
struction of a small shelter of leaves about a mile away from the
capital village. This hut is known as kafu or kafwi, a term Ndembu
derive from ku-fwa, ““to die,” for it is here that the chief-elect dies
from his commoner state. Imagery of death abounds in Ndembu
liminality. For example, the secret and sacred site where novices are
circumcised is known as ifwilu or chifwilu, a term also derived from
ku-fwa. The chief-elect, clad in nothing but a ragged waist-cloth, and
a ritual wife, who is either his senior wife (mwadyi) or a special
slave woman, known as lukanu (after the royal bracelet) for the
occasion, similarly clad, are called by Kafwana to enter the kafu
shelter just after sundown. The chief himself, incidentally, is also
known as mwadyi or lukanu in these rites. The couple are led there as
though they were infirm. There they sit crouched in a posture of
shame (nsonyi) or modesty, while they are washed with medicines
mixed with water brought from Katukang’onyi, the river site where
the ancestral chiefs of the southern Lunda diaspora dwelt for a while
on their journey from Mwantiyanvwa’s capital before separating to
carve out realms for themselves. The wood for this fire must not be
cut by an ax but found lying on the ground. This means that it is the
product of the earth itself and not an artifact. Once more we see the
conjunction of ancestral Lundahood and the chthonic powers.

Next begins the rite of Kumukindyila, which means literally ““to
speak evil or insulting words against him”; we might call this rite
“The Reviling of the Chief-Elect.” It begins when Kafwana makes
a cut on the underside of the chief’s left arm—on which the l(ukanu
bracelet will be drawn on the morrow—presses medicine into the
incision, and presses a mat on the upper side of the arm. The chief
and his wife are then forced rather roughly to sit on the mat. The
wife must not be pregnant, for the rites that follow are held to destroy
fertility. Moreover, the chiefly couple must have refrained from sex-
ual congress for several days before the rites.
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Kafwana now breaks into a homily, as follows:

Be silent! You are a mean and selfish fool, one who is bad-tempered! You
lo not love your fellows, you are only angry with them! Meanness and
theft are all you have! Yet here we have called you and we say that you
must succeed to the chieftainship. Put away meanness, put aside anger, give
up adulterous intercourse, give them up immediately! We have granted
you chieftainship. You must eat with your fellow men, you must live well
with them. Do not prepare witchcraft medicines that you may devour your
fellows in their huts—that is forbidden! We have desired you and you only
tor our chief. Let your wife prepare food for the people who come here to
the capital village. Do not be selfish, do not keep the chieftainship to your-
self! You must laugh with the people, you must abstain from witcheraft, if
perchance you have been given it already! You must not be killing pcople!
You must not be ungenerous to people!

But you, Chief Kanongesha, Chifwanakenu [‘“son who resembles his
father ”’} of Mwantiyanvwa, you have danced for your chieftainship because
your predecessor is dead [i.e., because you killed him]. But today you are
born as a new chief. You must know the people, O Chifwanakenu. If you
were mean, and used to eat your cassava mush alone, or your meat alone,
today you are in the chieftainship. You must give up your selfish ways,
you must welcome everyone, you are the chief! You must stop being adult-
erous and quarrelsome. You must not bring partial judgments to bear on
any law case involving your people, especially where your own children
are involved. You must say: ** If someone has slept with my wife, or wronged
me, today I must not judge his case unjustly. I must not keep resentment

in my heart.”

After this harangue, any person who considers that he has been
wronged by the chief-elect in the past is entitled to revile him and
most fully express his resentment, going into as much detail as he
desires. The chief-elect, during all this, has to sit silently with down-
cast head, “the pattern of all patience” and humility. Kafwana
meanwhile splashes the chief with medicine, at intervals striking his
buttocks against him (kumubayisha) insultingly. Many informants
have told me that “a chief is just like a slave (ndung’u) on the night
before he succeeds.” He 1s prevented from sleeping, partly as an
ordeal, partly because it is said that if he dozes off he will have bad

dreams about the shades of dead chiefs, ““who will say that he is
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wrong to succeed them, for has he not killed them?”’ Kafwana, his
assistants, and other important men, such as village headmen, man-
handle the chief and his wife—who 1s similarly reviled—and order

them to fetch firewood and perform other menial tasks. The chief

may not resent any ol this or hold it against the perpetrators in times
to come.

ATTRIBUTES OF LIMINAL ENTITIES

The phase of reaggregation in this case comprises the public installa-
tion of the Kanongesha with all pomp and ceremony. While this
would be of the utmost interest in study of Ndembu chieftainship,
and to an important trend in current British social anthropology, it
does not concern us here. Our present focus is upon liminality and
the ritual powers of the weak. These are shown under two aspects.
First, Kafwana and the other Ndembu commoners are revealed as
privileged to exert authority over the supreme authority figure of the
tribe. In liminality, the underling comes uppermost. Second, the
supreme political authority is portrayed “as a slave,” recalling that
aspect of the coronation of a pope in western Christendom when he
is called upon to be the ““servus servorum Dei.”” Part of the rite has, of
course, what Monica Wilson (1957, pp. 46-54) has called a “pro-
phylactic function.” The chief has to exert self-control in the rites
that he may be able to have self-mastery thereafter in face of the
temptations of power. But the role of the humbled chief is only an
extreme example of a recurrent theme of liminal situations. This
theme is the stripping off of preliminal and postliminal attributes.
Let us look at the main ingredients of the Kumukindyila rites. The
chief and his wife are dressed identically in a ragged waist-cloth and
share the same name—muwadyi. This term is also applied to boys
undergoing initiation and to a man’s first wife in chronological order
of marriage. It is an index of the anonymous state of “initiand.”
These attributes of sexlessness and anonymity are highly character-
istic of liminality. In many kinds of initiation where the neophytes
are of both sexes, males and females are dressed alike and referred to
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by the same term. This is true, for example, of many baptismal cere-
monies in Christian or syncretist sects in Africa: for example, those
of the Buwiti cult in the Gabon (James Fernandez; personal com-
munication). It is also true of initiation into the Ndembu funerary
association of Chiwila. Symbolically, all attributes that distinguish
categories and groups in the structured social order are here in abey-
ance; the neophytes are merely entities in transition, as yet without
place or position.

Other characteristics are submissiveness and silence. Not only the
chiefin the rites under discussion, but also neophytes in many rufes de
passage have to submit to an authority that is nothing less than that
of the total community. This community is the repository of the
whole gamut of the culture’s values, norms, attitudes, sentiments, and
relationships. Its representatives in the specific rites—and these may
vary from ritual to ritual-—represent the generic authority of tradi-
tion. In tribal societies, too, speech is not merely communication but
also power and wisdom. The wisdom (mana) that is imparted in
sacred liminality is not just an aggregation of words and sentences;
it has ontological value, it refashions the very being of the neophyte.
That is why, in the Chisungu rites of the Bemba, so well described by
Audrey Richards (1956), the secluded girl is said to be ““grown into
a woman’’ by the female elders—and she is so grown by the verbal
and nonverbal instruction she receives in precept and symbol, especi-
ally by the revelation to her of tribal sacra in the form of pottery
images.

The neophyte in liminality must be a tabula rasa, a blank slate,
on which is inscribed the knowledge and wisdom of the group, in
those respects that pertain to the new status. The ordeals and humili-
ations, often of a grossly physiological character, to which neophytes
are submitted represent partly a destruction of the previous status
and partly a tempering of their essence in order to prepare them to
cope with their new responsibilities and restrain them in advance
from abusing their new privileges. They have to be shown that in
themselves they are clay or dust, mere matter, whose form is impres-

sed upon them by society.
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instance, the types of property and status that pass in each line are
very different.

Let us begin by considering a society in which there is unilineal
descent only in the paternal line. This example is drawn once more
from the Tallensi of Ghana, on which we have rich information.
Our problem s to discover whether in a binary discrimination at one
structural level of the type “structural superiority—structural inferi-
ority,” we can find anything approximating the ritual ** power of the
weak,” which, in its turn, can be shown to relate to the model of
communitas. Fortes (1949) writes:

The dominant line of descent confers the overtly significant attributes of
social personality—jural status, rights of inheritance and succession to
property and office, political allegiance, ritual privileges and obligations;
and the submerged line [constituted by matri-filiation: I would prefer

iR

“submerged side,”” since the link is a personal one between ego and his
mother and through her both to her patrilineal kin and to her cognates|
confers certain spiritual characteristics. Among the Tallensi it is casy to see
that this is a reflex of the fact that the bond of uterine descent is maintained
as a purely personal bond. It does not subserve common interests of a material,
jural, or ritual kind; it unites individuals only by ties of mutual interest and
concern not unlike those that prevail between close collateral kin in our
culture. While it constitutes one of the factors that counterpoise the exclusive-
ness of the agnatic line, it does not create corporate groups competing with the
agnatic lineage and clan. Carrying only a spiritual attribute, the uterine tie
cannot undermine the jural and politico-ritual solidarity of the patrilineal
lineage (p. 32—my emphases).

Here we have the opposition patrilineal/matrilateral, which has
the functions dominant/submerged. The patrilineal tie is associated
with property, office, political allegiance, exclusiveness, and, it may be
added, particularistic and segmentary interests. It is the **structural
link par excellence. The uterine tie is associated with spiritual
characteristics, mutual interests and concerns, and collaterality. Tt is
counterpoised to exclusiveness, which presumably means that it
makes [or inclusiveness and does not serve material interests. In brief,
matrilaterality represents, in the dimension of kinship, the notion of
communitas,
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An example, drawn from the Tallensi, of the “‘spiritual’™ and
“communitarian” character of matrilaterality is to be found in the
consecration rites of the so-called bakologo, or diviner’s shrine. This
shrine is by definition, says Fortes (1949), a “*female” shrine:

That is to say, the ancestors associated with it come, by definition, from a
matrilateral lineage of the diviner; and the dominant figure among them is
usually a woman, “a mother.” The bakologo . . . is the very incarnation of
the vindictive and jealous aspect of the ancestors. It persecutes the man in
whose life it has intervened relentlessly, until he finally submits and ““accepts
it—that 1s, until he undertakes to set up a shrine to the [matrilateral]
bakologo spirits in his own home so that he can sacrifice to them regularly.
Ecery man, and not only those who have suffered execptional misfortunes, is directed
by the religious system of the Tallensi to project his deeper feelings of
guilt and insecurity largely on to the mother image embodied in the bakologo
complex. Usually, also, a man does not immediately yield to the demands of
the bakologo ancestors. He temporizes, evades, and resists, perhaps for years,
until he is at last forced to submit and accept the bakologo. Nine out of ten
men over forty have bakologo shrines, but not every man has a talent for
divining, so most men simply have the shrine and do not use it for divining

(p. 325—my emphases).

I have given Fortes’s account at some length because I think it
brings out vividly, not only the opposition and tension between
patrilineal and matrilateral kinship bonds, but also the tension pro-
duced in individual pysches as they mature between structural and
communitarian ways of looking at Tallensi society. We must re-
member that the dogma of patriliny, what Homans and Schneider
would call the “hard” descent line through which rights over status
and property are transmitted, is dominant and colors the values of
the Tallensi at many levels of society and culture. From the stand-
point and perspective of persons occupying positions of authority in
the patrilineal structure, social links through women, symbolizing
the widest Tale community where it transects the narrow corporate
bonds of descent and locality, must needs appear to have a disruptive
aspect. That is why, in my opinion the Tallensi have the bakologo

“mother image,” which ““persecutes” and “intervenes” in a mature

3
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man’s life until he “accepts” it. For, as men mature and interact
with one another in ever wider ranges of social relations, they become
increasingly conscious that their patrilineages are merely parts of the
Tallensi whole. For them, in a perfectly literal fashion, the wider
community intervenes, by breaking into the self-sufficiency and
relative autonomy of segmentary lineage and clan affairs. The global
sentiments annually stressed at such great integrative festivals as the
Golib, where, as I mentioned earlier, there is a kind of mystical
marriage between representatives of the Namoos invaders and the
Tale autochthones, become more and more meaningful to “‘men
over forty,”” who participate as family and sublineage heads, and no
longer as minors under paternal authority. Norms and values ** from
without” break into the exclusiveness of lineage loyalties.

It is clearly appropriate that communitas should here be symbol-
ized by matrilateral ancestors, especially by mother images, since, in
this virilocal, patrilineal society, women enter the lineage patri-
segments from without, and, as Fortes has shown, matrilateral kin
for the most part reside outside a man’s “field of clanship.” It is
understandable, too, that such spirits should be represented as
“vindictive” and ‘‘jealous”: it is the ‘“mothers” (who are the
founders of dugs, or matri-segments) who introduce divisions into the
ideal unity of the patrilineage. To put it briefly, at certain life crises,
such as adolescence, the attainment of elderhood, and death, varying
in significance from culture to culture, the passage from one struc-
tural status to another may be accompanied by a strong sentiment
of ““humankindness,” a sense of the generic social bond between all
members of society—even in some cases transcending tribal or
national boundaries—regardless of their subgroup affiliations or in-
cumbency of structural positions. In extreme cases, such as the
acceptance of the shaman’s vocation among the Saora of Middle
[ndia (Elwin, 1955), this may result in the transformation of what is
essentially a liminal or extrastructural phase into a permanent con-
dition of sacred “outsiderhood.” The shaman or prophet assumes a
statusless status, external to the secular social structure, which gives
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him the right to criticize all structure-bound personae in terms of a
moral order binding on all, and also to mediate between all segments
or components of the structured system.

In societies in which kinship is what Fortes calls an ‘‘irreducible
principle” of social organization, and where patrilineality is the
hasis of social structure, an individual’s link to other members of his
society through the mother, and hence by extension and abstraction
“women’ and “* feminity,”” tends to symbolize that wider community
and its ethical system that encompasses and pervades the politico-
legal system. Fascinating correlations can be shown in many societies
to exist between this conversion to the perspective of communitas
and the assertion of individuality as against status incumbency. For
cxample, Fortes (1949) has shown us the individuating functions of
the tie between sister’s son and mother’s brother among the Tallensi,
which, he says, “is an important breach in the genealogical fence
enclosing the agnatic lineage; it is one of the main gateways of an
individual’s social relations with members of other clans than his
own” (p. 31). By matrilaterality, the individual, in his integral
character, is emancipated from the segmental status incumbencies
determined by patriliny into the wider life of a community which
extends beyond the Tallensi proper into tribal groups of similar
religious culture.

Now for a look at a concrete example of the way in which the con-
secration of a bakologo shrine makes the wider Tallensi community
visible and explicit through matrilateral ties. All rituals have this
exemplary, model-displaying character; in a sense, they might be
said to “‘create’ society, in much the same way as Oscar Wilde held
life to be ‘““an imitation of art.” In the case I cite (Fortes, 1949),
a man named Naabdiya ‘“accepted’ as his bakologo ancestors his
mother’s father, his mother’s father’s mother, and his mother’s
tather’s mother’s mother. It was the clansmen of the last-mentioned
who came to set up the shrine for their classificatory ‘“‘grandson”
Naabdiya. But, to reach them, Naabdiya had first to go to his
mother’s brother’s people; they then escorted him to his mother’s
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mother’s brother’s lineage, twelve miles from his own settlement. At
each place, he had to sacrifice a fowl and a guinea fowl—i.e., a
domesticated and an undomesticated bird—to the lineage bogar, or
shrine of'its founding ancestor.

The lineage of the dominant ancestor, or, more often, the ancestress
of the bakologo complex, nearly always a matrilateral ancestress, has
the responsibility for setting up the shrine for the afflicted person.
The lineage head sacrifices the two birds provided by the patient at
his lineage shrine, explaining to the ancestors the nature of the
occasion that has brought their sister’s son or matrilateral grandson
to plead with them. He asks them to bless the setting up of the new
shrine, to assist the candidate to become a successful diviner, and to
grant him prosperity, children, and health —i.e., general good things.
Then he scoops some sediment from the bottom of the pot, which is
the most important component of a bogar shrine, into a tiny pot for
the candidate to take home to add to his new shrine. ““In this way,”
says Fortes, ‘“the direct continuity of the new bakologo shrine with
the matrilateral lineage bogar is tangibly symbolized” (p. 326).

Thus, two shrines twelve miles apart—and it must be remembered
that Taleland itself is ““scarcely twenty miles wide”-——and several
intervening shrines are directly and ““tangibly " linked by the rites.
The fact that continuous physical contact between the lineages
involved is hardly possible is not ideologically important here, for
the bakologo shrines are symbols and expressions of Tale community.

5

“Nine out of ten”” mature men have a cluster of bakologo ancestors
each. All these men are ritually connected through them to a plura-
lity of settlements. Conversely, each lineage bogar has linked to it a
number of bakologo shrines through sororal or sisterly connections.

Such linkages are patently in their aggregate and transection more

than merely personal or spiritual ties; they represent the ties of

communitas countering the cleavages of structure. They are, more-

¢

over, bonds created from the “submerged” side of kinship,- the
jurally weaker or inferior side. Once more we have manifested the inti-
mate connection between communitas and the powers of the

weak.
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2. Nuer

It is this perennial tensed opposition between communitas and struc-
ture that, to my mind, lies at the back of both the sacred and ““affec-
tional”” aspects of the mother’s brother/sister’s son relationship in
many patrilineal societies. In these societies, as numerous scholars
have shown, the mother’s brother, who has weak jural authority
over his nephew, nevertheless may have a close personal tie of
friendship with him, may give him sanctuary from paternal harsh-
ness, and, very often, has mystical powers of blessing and cursing
over him. Here weak legal authority in a corporate group setting is
countered by strong personal and mystical influences.

Among the Nuer of the Sudan, the role of ““leopard-skin priest”
interestingly links the symbolic value of the mother’s brother in
patrilineal society with some of the other attributes of liminal,
marginal, and politically weak figures we have already considered.
According to Evans-Pritchard (1956), ““in some myths of the Jikany
tribes [of the Nuer] the leopard-skin [insignium of priestly office]
was given by the ancestors of the [territorially] dominant [agnatic]
lineages to their maternal uncles that they might serve as tribal priests.
The structurally opposed lineages of the clan were then in the
common relationship of sisters’ sons to the line of priests, which thus
had a mediatory position between them” (p. 293—my empbhasis). As
well as being categorical mothers’ brothers to the political segments,
leopard-skin priests are ““in the category of ru/, strangers, and not of
diel, members of the clans which own the tribal territories. . . .
[They] have no tribal territories of their own but live, as families
and small lineages, in most or all territories owned by other clans.
They are like Levi, divided in Jacob and scattered in Israel”
(p. 292). (Something of this priestly character adheres to the scat-
tered lineages of circumcisers and rain makers among the Gisu of
Uganda.) Nuer leopard-skin priests have ““a mystical relationship . . .
with the earth in virtue of which their curses are thought to have
special potency, for . . . they can affect not only a man’s crops but

,
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his welfare generally, since human activities all take place on the
earth” (p. 291). The priest’s major role is in connection with homi-
cide, where he gives the slayer sanctuary, negotiates a settlement,
performs sacrifice to enable normal social relations to be resumed,
and rehabilitates the slayer. This generalized mother’s brother thus
has many of the attributes of communitas with which we are becom-
ing familiar: he is a stranger, a mediator, acts for the whole com-
munity, has a mystical relationship with the whole earth it dwells
upon, represents peace as against feud, and is unaligned with any
specific political segment.

3. Ashanti

Lest it may be thought that structure is universally associated with
patriliny and masculinity, and communitas with matrilaterality and
femininity, in societies articulated by the principle of unilineal
descent, it is worth taking a brief glance at a well-known matrilineal
society, the Ashanti of Ghana. The Ashanti belong to a group of
West African societies with highly developed political and religious
systems. Yet, unilineal kinship still has considerable structural
importance. The localized matrilineage tracing descent from a
known common ancestress for a period of ten to twelve generations
is the basic unit for political, ritual, and legal purposes. Fortes (1g50)
has described the segmentary character of the lineage: “each seg-
ment being defined in relation to other segments of like order by
reference to common and differentiating ancestresses” (p. 255).
Succession to office and inheritance of property are matrilineal, and
the wards of sections of Ashanti villages are each inhabited by a
nuclear matrilineage surrounded by a fringe of cognates and
affines.

The name for a matrilineage is abusua, which, according to
Rattray, (1924) is ““synonymous with mogya, blood” (p. 35)—as in
the proverb abusua bako mogya bako, “one clan one blood.” It has
sometimes been debated whether Ashanti kinship ought not to be
classified as a system of ‘“double descent.” This view derives from
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Rattray’s reports (1923, p. 45-46) on a mode of social categorization
known by Ashanti as ntoro (literally, ““semen’), which he regarded
as an exogamous division based on transmission by and through
males only. Fortes (1950, p. 266) has emphasized the minimal
significance of this patrilineal element for the kinship system, and
tor the politico-legal order. He speaks of the ntore as **named quasi-
ritual divisions,” but these are neither exogamous nor organized
groups in any sense. Yet, from the point of view of the present paper,
the ntoro divisions are of the utmost importance. One of the reasons
for the neglect of the communitas dimension of society, with its pro-
found implications for the understanding of many ritual, ethical,
esthetic, and, indeed, political and legal phenomena and processes,
has been a propensity to equate the ‘“social” with the *“‘social
structural,” Let us then follow the clue of nforo into many dark
corners of Ashanti culture.

In the first place, the father-son link, the basis of the ntoro division,
is the structurally inferior link. Yet, the symbols with which it is
associated build up into a picture of formidable communitas value.
According to Rattray (1923), the Ashanti believe that it is the
“male-transmitted ntoro or semen, mingling with the blood [a
symbol of the matrilineage] in the female, which accounts for the
physiological mysteries of conception . . . ntoro . . . is . . . used at
times synonymously with sunsum, that spiritual element in a man or
a woman upon which depends . . . that force, personal magnetism,
character, personality, power, soul, call it what you will, upon which
depend health, wealth, worldly power, success in any venture, in fact
everything that makes life at all worth living” (p. 46). Once again,
we are beginning to come across the peculiar linkages between
personality, universal values, and “spirit”’ or ““soul” that appear to
be the stigmata of communitas.

Rattray (1923) was able to enumerate nine ntoro divisions, though
he says there may have been more. These, of course, cut across
the membership of the segmentary abusua matrilineages. One ntoro
is traditionally considered to be “the first ntoro ever bestowed upon
man, the Bosommuru ntoro” (p. 48). The myth told in connection
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FORM AND ATTRIBUTES
OF RITES OF PASSAGE

In this Chapter I take up a theme I have discussed briefly clsew}.lerc
(Turner, 1967, pp. 93-111), note some of its variations, and conshlder
some of its further implications for the study of culture and society.
This theme is in the first place represented by the nature and char-
acteristics of what Arnold van Gennep (1909 has called the ““liminal
phase” of rites de passage. Van Gennep himsell defined rates de pasmg*
as “rites which accompany every change of place, state, social posi-
tion and age.” To point up the contrast between “‘state”’ an'd *tran-
sition,” | employ “state” to include all his other terms. It is a more
inclusive concept than “status™ or “office,” and refers to any type
of stable or recurrent condition that is culturally recognized. Van
Gennep has shown that all rites of passage or "t.ransiti.on"" ér(‘
marked by three phases: separation, margin (or limen, signifying
“threshold ™ in Latin), and aggregation. The first phase (of separa-
tion) comprises symbolic behavior signifying the detach'ment of l‘hc
individual or group either from an carlier fixed point in the social
structure, fron{ a set of cultural conditions (a **state”), or from both.
During the intervening “liminal > period, the characteristics of the
ritual subject (the *“ passenger”) are ambiguous; he passes through a
cultural realm that has few or none of the attributes of the past or

coming state. In the third phase (reaggregation or reincorporation),
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the passage is consummated. The ritual subject, individual or cor-
porate, is in a relatively stable state once more and, by virtue of this,
has rights and obligations vis-a-vis others of a clearly defined and
“structural” type; he is expected to behave in accordance with
certain customary norms and ethical standards binding on incum-

bents of social position in a system of such positions.

Liminality

The attributes of iminality or of liminal personae (““ threshold people )
are necessarily ambiguous, since this condition and these persons
elude or slip through the network of classifications that normally
locate states and positions in cultural space. Liminal entities are
neither here nor there; they are betwixt and between the positions
assigned and arrayed by law, custom, convention, and ceremonial.
As such, their ambiguous and indeterminate attributes are expressed
by a rich variety of symbols in the many societies that ritualize social
and cultural transitions. Thus, liminality is frequently likened to
death, to being in the womb, to invisibility, to darkness, to bisexu-
ality, to the wilderness, and to an eclipse of the sun or moon.
Liminal entities, such as neophytes in initiation or puberty rites,
may be represented as possessing nothing. They may be disguised as
monsters, wear only a strip of clothing, or even go naked, to demon-
strate that as liminal beings they have no status, property, insignia,
secular clothing indicating rank or role, position in a kinship system
—in short, nothing that may distinguish them from their fellow
neophytes or initiands. Their behavior is normally passive or humble ;
they must obey their instructors implicitly, and accept arbitrary
punishment without complaint. It is as though they are being re-
duced or ground down to a uniform condition to be fashioned anew
and endowed with additional powers to enable them to cope with
their new station in life. Among themselves, neophytes tend to develop
an intense comradeship and egalitarianism. Secular distinctions of

rank and status disappear or are homogenized. The condition
3
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with its establishment, in Rattray’s view, illuminates the way in
) y

which Ashanti think about ntoro in general:

Very long ago one man and one woman came down from the sky and one
woman came up from the earth.

From the Sky God (Onyame), also came a python (onini}, and it made its
home in the river now called Bosommuru.

At first these men and women did not bear children, they had no desire,
and conception and birth were not known at that time.

One day the python asked them if they had no offspring, and on being
told that they had not, he said he would cause the women to conceive. He
bade the couples stand face to face, then he plunged into the river, and
rising up, sprayed water upon their bellies with the words Aus Aus (used in
most ceremonies In connection with nforo and Onyame), and then ordered
them to return home and lie together.

The women conceived and brought forth the first children in the world,
who took Bosommuru as their ntoro, each male passing on this nforo to his
children.

If a Bosommuru nforo man or woman secs a dead python (they would

never kill one) they sprinkle white clay upon it and bury it (pp. 48-49).

This myth symbolically relates nforo, as both semen and a social
division, with the Sky God (who is also a rain and water god), with
water, with a river, and with the fertilization of women. Other ntoro
divisions, such as Bosomtwe, which is a large lake in central Ashanti,
and Bosompra, a river rising in Ashanti, are connected with bodies
of water. The major Ashanti gods are male deities, the sons of
Onyame, the male High God. Furthermore, they are all connected
with water, the master symbol of fertility, and by extension of those
good things the Ashanti hold in common, regardless of their sub-
group affiliations. Rattray (1923) quotes Ashantiassaying: “Onyame
decided to send those children of his own down to the earth in order
that they might receive benefits from, and confer them upon, man-
kind. All these sons bore the names of what are now rivers or lakes . . .
and every other river or water of any importance. The tributaries of
these again are their children’ (pp. 145-146). He adds: “What has
been said is suflicient to show that waters in Ashanti . . . are all looked
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upon as containing the power or spirit of the divine Creator, and
thus as being a great life-giving force. ‘As a woman gives birth to a
child, so may water to a god,” once said a priest to me™ (p. 146).
Other bodily fluids are symbolically connected with “the ntoro
clement in man,” says Rattray (1923, p. 54), such assaliva; and water
is sprayed from the mouth of the Ashanti king, during rites associated
with the Bosommuru river, accompanied by the words: ““Life to
me, and may this nation prosper.” The white symbolism in the
Bosommuru myth recurs in many ritual contexts where the water
gods are worshiped, while the priests of the High God and other
deities regularly wear white vestments. I have discussed white
symbolism and its connotations of semen, saliva, health, strength,
and auspiciousness in many African and other societies in several
published works (Turner, 1961; 1962; 1967). Ashanti white sym-
bolism is not dissimilar in its semantics to Ndembu white symbolism.
To summarize our Ashanti findings to this point: There would
appear to be a nexus between the father-child bond, ntoro (as
semen, spirit, and social division with widely scattered member-
ship); masculinity (represented by the father image, Onyame, his
sons, and the mythical python, a male symbol); saliva; water;
blessing by blowing water; lakes; rivers; the sea; white symbolism;;
and priesthood. In addition, chiefs, and especially the king, are
clearly associated, in the Adae and other ceremonies, with the Sky
God and with rivers, especially the Tano, as the messages of the
talking drum played at the Adae rites suggest (Rattray, 1923, p. 101).
The feminine principle and the abusua are linked, as we have seen,
with blood and through blood, with a rich variety of red symbols.
Nearly everywhere blood and redness have both auspicious and in-
auspicious connotations. In Ashanti, red is associated with war
(Rattray, 1927, p. 134), with witcheraft (pp. 29, 30, 32, 34), with
the revengeful ghosts of victims (p. 22), and with funerals (p. 150).
In some cases there is a direct opposition between the white (male)
symbolism and the red (female) symbolism. For example, the river
god Tano or Ta Kora, according to Rattray (1923), **seems especi-
ally indifferent or even hostile to women. They are ungrateful
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creatures (bonniaye), he declares. No women are allowed to touch
his shrine, and he has no female akomfo (priests) of his own. Men-
struating women are one of his taboos” (p. 183). It will be recalled
that the Tano River plays an important role in the Adae rites of the
Asantehene, paramount chief of the nation. Witchcraft and the red
symbolism of funerary ritual have a relationship with abusua
membership, since it is matrilineal kin- who accuse one another of
witchcraft, and most deaths are attributed to witchcraft. There is
another sinister meaning here concealed in notion of the blood tie.
Red symbolism is also associated with the cult of the earth, Asase Ya,
regarded as “‘a female deity”’” (Rattray, 1927). According to Rattray,
“she did not taboo menstruation (kyiri bara); she liked human
blood” (p. 342).

I could multiply citations from Rattray’s (1927) magnificently
detailed data on red symbolism to demonstrate the relationship
Ashanti make between femininity, death, killing, witcheraft, in-
auspiciousness, menstrual pollution, and the sacrifice of men and
beasts. For example, the Ashanti have a “red” suman, or “fetish,”
which is ““in the nature of a scapegoat or something that takes upon
itself the evils and sins of the world” (p. 13). This is steeped in red
esono dye (made from the powdered bark of the adwino tree, prob-
ably a species of Pterocarpus), which is “a substitute for human
blood,”” and is used in the earth cult. Esono also stands for menstrual
blood. This so-called kunkuma fetish is also ‘‘stained and clotted
with the blood of sheep and fowls that have been sacrificed upon it,”
and in it is ““hidden a piece of fiber (baha) used by a menstruating
woman’’ (p. 13). Here we see sacrificial blood and menstruation
brought into relationship with breaches of the natural and social
orders—“evils and sins.”” One final example, perhaps the most
interesting of all, must suffice. Once a year there is a ritual violation
of the original ntoro shrine, the Bosommuru ntoro mentioned earlier.
This ntoro is often that of the Asantehene himself. On the day of the
rites ““the king is smeared with the red esono dye” (p. 136). In this
way the whiteness of the ntoro and the river Bosommuru is violated.
When the shrine is later purified, water from a number of sacred
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rivers 1s mixed with white clay in a bowl, and the shrine is
with it.

In many patrilineal societies, especially those with the )
its descent through males that is associated with ambiva
svinbolism. But, in Ashanti, where matriliny is the
irticulating principle, the male-to-male link of descent is r¢
almost totally auspicious and connected with the Sky Go
ureat river gods, who preside over fertility, health, strengt
the life values shared by everyone. Once more we meet
structurally inferior as the morally and ritually superior, a

weakness as sacred power.

LIMINALITY, LOW STATUS, AND COMMUNIT

I'he time has now come to make a careful review of a |
that seeks to account for the attributes of such seeming
phenomena as neophytes in the liminal phase of ritual, s
autochthones, small nations, court jesters, holy mendica
Samaritans, millenarian movements, ‘*dharma bums,”” m:
lity in patrilineal systems, patrilaterality in matrilineal sys
monastic orders. Surely an ill-assorted bunch of social ph
Yet all have this common characteristic: they are person
ciples that (1) fall in the interstices of social structure, (2)
margins, or (3) occupy its lowest rungs. This leads us b:
problem of the definition of social structure. One aut
source of definitions is A Dictionary of the Social Sciences ((
Kolb, 1964), in which A. W. Eister reviews some major for
of this conception. Spencer and many modern sociologi
social structure as ““a more or less distinctive arrangement
there may be more than one type) of specialized and
dependent institutions | Eister’s emphasis] and the institutior
1zations of positions and/or of actors which they imply, all
the natural course of events, as groups of human beings, \

needs and capacities, have interacted with each other (i
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types or modes of interaction) and sought to cope with their environ-
ment” (pp. 668-66¢). Raymond Firth’s (1951) more analytical con-
ception runs as follows: ““In the types of societies ordinarily studie
by anthropologists, the social structure may include critical or basic
relationships arising similarly from a class system based on relations
with the soil. Other aspects of social structure arise through member-
ship in other kinds of persistent groups, such as clans, castes, age-sets,
or secret societies. Other basic relations again are due to position in
a kinship system” (p. 32).

Most definitions contain the notion of an arrangement of positions
or statuses. Most involve the institutionalization and perdurance
of groups and relationships. Classical mechanics, the morphology
and physiology of animals and plants, and, more recently, with
Lévi-Strauss, structural linguistics have been ransacked for con-
cepts, models, and homologous forms by social scientists. All share
in common the notion of a superorganic arrangement of parts or
positions that continues, with modifications more or less gradual,
through time. The concept of “conflict™™ has come to be connected
with the concept of “social structure.” since the differentiation of
parts becomes opposition between parts, and scarce status becomes
the object of struggles between persons and groups who lay claim
to it.

The other dimension of “society” with which I have been con-
cerned is less easy to define. G. A. Hillery (1955) reviewed o4
definitions of the term **community” and reached the conclusion
that “beyond the concept that people are involved in community,
there is no complete agreement as to the nature of community”
(p- 119). The field would, therefore, seem to be still open for new
attempts! I have tried to eschew the notion that communitas has a
spectfic territorial locus, often limited in character. which pervades
many definitions. For me, communitas emerges where social strue-
turc is not. Perhaps the best way of putting this difficult concept
into words is Martin Buber’s —though I feel that perhaps he should
be regarded as a gifted native informant rather than as a social

scientist! Buber {1961} uses the term “‘community™ for “com-
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munitas”: “Community is the being no longer side by side (and,
one might add, above and below) but with one another of a multitude
ol persons. And this multitude, though it moves towards one goal,
vet experiences everywhere a turning to, a dynamic facing of, the
others, a flowing from [ to Thou. Community is where community
happens™ (p. 51).

Buber lays his finger on the spontaneous, immediate, concrete
nature of communitas, as opposed to the norm-governed, institu-
tionalized, abstract nature of social structure. Yet, communitas is
made evident or accessible, so to speak, only through its juxta-
position to, or hybridization with, aspects of social structure. Just
as 1n Gestalt pyschology, figure and ground are mutually determina-
tive, or, as some rare elements are never found in nature in their
purity but only as components of chemical compounds, so com-
munitas can be grasped only in some relation to structure. Just
because the communitas component is elusive, hard to pin down,
it 1s not unimportant. Here the story of Lao-tse’s chariot wheel may
be apposite. The spokes of the wheel and the nave (i.e., the central
block of the wheel holding the axle and spokes) to which they are
attached would be useless, he said, but for the hole, the gap, the
emptiness at the center. Communitas, with its unstructured char-
acter, representing the ““quick” of human interrelatedness, what
Buber has called das Zwischenmenschliche, might well be represented
by the “emptiness at the center,” which is nevertheless indispensable
to the functioning of the structure of the wheel.

It is neither by chance nor by lack of scientific precision that,
along with others who have considered the conception of com-
munitas, I find myself forced to have recourse to metaphor and ana-
logy. For communitas has an existential quality; it involves the
whole man in his relation to other whole men. Structure, on the other
hand, has cognitive quality; as Lévi-Strauss has perceived, it is
essentially a set of classifications, a model for thinking about culture
and nature and ordering one’s public life. Communitas has also an
aspect of potentiality; it is often in the subjunctive mood. Relations
between total beings are generative of symbols and metaphors and
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comparisons; art and religion are their products rather than legal
and political structures. Bergson saw in the words and writings of
prophets and great artists the creation of an “open morality,” which
was itself an expression of what he called the élan vital, or evolution-
ary *‘life-force.” Prophets and artists tend to be liminal and marginal

1

people, “‘edgemen,” who strive with a passionate sincerity to rid
themselves of the clichés associated with status incumbency and
role-playing and to enter into vital relations with other men in fact
or imagination. In their productions we may catch glimpses of that
unused evolutionary potential in mankind which has not yet been
externalized and fixed in structure.

Communitas breaks in through the interstices of structure, in
liminality; at the edges of structure, in marginality; and from
beneath structure, in inferiority. It is almost everywhere held to be
sacred or ‘“‘holy,” possibly because it transgresses or dissolves the
norms that govern structured and institutionalized relationships and
is accompanied by experiences of unprecedented potency. The

3

processes of “leveling” and “‘stripping,” to which Goffman has
drawn our attention, often appear to flood their subjects with affect.
Instinctual energies are surely liberated by these processes, but I am
now inclined to think that communitas is not solely the product of
biologically inherited drives released from cultural constraints.
Rather is it the product of peculiarly human faculties, which include
rationality, volition, and memory, and which develop with experi-
ence of life in society—just as among the Tallensi it is only mature
men who undergo the experiences that induce them to receive
bakologo shrines.

The notion that there is a generic bond between men, and its

33

related sentiment of ‘‘humankindness,” are not epiphenomena of

some kind of herd instinct but are products of ““men in their whole-

[}

ness wholly attending.” Liminality, marginality, and structural
inferiority are conditions in which are frequently generated myths,
symbols, rituals, philosophical systems, and works of art. These
cultural forms provide men with a set of templates or models which

are, at one level, periodical reclassifications of reality and man’s
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1elationship to society, nature, and culture. But they are more than
« lassifications, since they incite men to action as well as to thought.
Ilach of these productions has a multivocal character, having many
meanings, and each is capable of moving people at many psycho-
biological levels simultaneously.

There is a dialectic here, for the immediacy of communitas gives
way to the mediacy of structure, while, in rites de passage, men are
released from structure into communitas only to return to structure
revitalized by their experience of communitas. What is certain is
that no society can function adequately without this dialectic.
Exaggeration of structure may well lead to pathological manifesta-
tions of communitas outside or against ‘‘the law.” Exaggeration of
communitas, in certain religious or political movements of the
leveling type, may be speedily followed by despotism, overbureau-
cratization, or other modes of structural rigidification. For, like the
neophytes in the African circumcision lodge, or the Benedictine
monks, or the members of a millenarian movement, those living in
community seem to require, sooner or later, an absolute authority,
whether this be a religious commandment, a divinely inspired
leader, or a dictator. Communitas cannot stand alone if the material
and organizational needs of human beings are to be adequately
met. Maximization of communitas provokes maximization of struc-
ture, which in its turn produces revolutionary strivings for renewed
communitas. The history of any great society provides evidence at
the political level for this oscillation. And the next chapter deals with
two major examples.

I mentioned earlier the close connection that exists between struc-
ture and property, whether this be privately or corporately owned,
inherited, and managed. Thus, most millenarian movements try to
abolish property or to hold all things in common. Usually this is
possible only for a short time—until the date set for the coming of
the millennium or the ancestral cargoes. When prophecy fails,
property and structure return and the movement becomes institu-
tionalized, or the movement disintegrates and its members merge
into the environing structured order. I suspect that Lewis Henry
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Morgan (1877) himself longed for the coming of world-wide com-
munitas. For example, in the last sonorous paragraphs of Ancient
Soctety, he has this to say: ““A mere property career is not the final
destiny of mankind, if progress is to be the law of the future as it has
been of the past . . . the dissolution of society bids fair to become the
termination of a career of which property is the end and aim;
because such a career contains the elements of self-destruction.
Democracy in government, brotherhood in society, equality in
rights and privileges, and universal education, foreshadow the next
higher plane of society to which experience, intelligence and know-
tedge are steadily tending™ (p. 552).

What is this ““higher plane’? It is here that Morgan seemingly
succumbs to the error made by such thinkers as Rousseau and Marx:
the confusion between communitas, which is a dimension of all
socleties, past and present, and archaic or primitive society. It will
be a revival,” he continues, *‘in a higher form, of the liberty, equality
and fraternity of the ancient gentes.” Yet, as most anthropologists
would now confirm, customary norms and differences of status and
prestige in preliterate societies allow of little scope for individual
liberty and choice—the individualist i1s often regarded as a witch;
for true equality between, for example, men and women, elders and
juniors, chiefs and commoners; while fraternity itself frequently
succumbs to the sharp distinction of status between older and junior
sibling. Membership of rivalrous segments in such societies as the
Tallensi, Nuer, and Tiv does not allow even of tribal brotherhood:
such membership commits the individual to structure and to the
conflicts that are inseparable from structural differentiation. How-
ever, even in the simplest societies, the distinction between structure
and communitas exists and obtains symbolic expression in the
cultural attributes of liminality, marginality, and inferiority. In
different societies and at different periods in each society, one or the
other of these “‘immortal antagonists’* (to borrow terms that Freud
used in a different sense) comes uppermost. But together they con-
stitute the “human condition,” as regards man’s relations with his
fellow man.





