Rites of Passage for Boys
Anthropologist Arnold Van Gennep first coined the term and concept of a Rite of Passage (ROP) in his 1909 book Les Rites de Passage (The Rites of Passage). Van Gennep’s basic premise was that there are universal, seminal points in peoples’ lives that mark significant transitions in life and are celebrated through ceremonies and rituals that cement these processes and growth within the initiate’s community. He was the first scholar to see the overlap between the religious rituals involved and psychological aspects affected.
Van Gennep believed that major life events such as birth, puberty, marriage, and death are historically and cross-culturally celebrated as turning points in a person’s life and have a major impact and meaning within the culture and community that support them. Although volumes could be, and have been written on ROP’s, Van Gennep reduced these life changing events down into three necessary components: separation, transition, and incorporation.

An important distinction in rites of passage is that an ROP can actually represent a relatively small personal challenge, like getting a driver’s license or graduating high school. Not to detract from these personal accomplishments, but for this discussion we will focus on the larger rites of passage that Van Gennep noted, the major life transitions boys go through that also affect the community as well as the individual. Probably the most studied rite of passage is that of turning a boy into a man, which is considered by most cultures a bigger goal or accomplishment than just becoming an adult, which is what modern countries have evolved into with age-arbitrary rewards that are determined by one’s chronological age, not maturity or accomplishments.

Similarly, mythology expert Joseph Campbell described the rite or passage process in The Hero With a Thousand Faces in 1949, developing his 17-stage Monomyth Model, which he also synthesized down to three main elements: separation, initiation and return. Both scholars realized that a rite of passage required the boy to be separated from their safety and comfort of community for a time, transitioned or initiated into a larger version of them self, then incorporated or returned to the original community with their new identity and role within that community as a man.

Whether we look at ROP’s from Van Gennep’s anthropological viewpoint or Campbell’s mythological perspective, it is the universal discovery and use of ROP’s that add credence to their value within a culture. Van Gennep noticed the pattern of growth in countless ceremonies and rituals across the globe, while Campbell noticed the model, or sequence of growth, in the thousands of myths he studied. Campbell immortalized the process by simplifying his Monomyth Model into what he called The Hero’s Journey, which can be found woven into basically every plot-based story where a boy is challenged to accomplish something difficult.

This dynamic is also seen through most religious doctrines via the birth-death-rebirth concept incorporated into so many belief systems. Before Van Gennep, most anthropologists looked at rites of passage as purely religious ceremonies, rather than the larger rite of change supported by a spiritual ritual or ceremony to celebrate the event. At this point, it is important to distinguish between the term “rite of passage” and “initiation.”

Many people inadvertently confuse the terms “ceremony” and “ritual.”  They are closely related, but a ritual is the overall celebration of something, such as the yearly fall harvest. A ceremony is the actual event within the ritual that people engage in, such as a feasting celebration or harvest ceremony. Similarly, an “initiation” is the larger picture of a culture’s need or desire to acknowledge a transitory process, such as celebrating puberty in youth. The “rite of passage” is the specific challenge, ceremony, event, or other behavior within the initiation process that creates the transition.

Similarly, the study of girls’ rites into women have been just as important, and many rite of passage scholars and practitioners ironically believe that boys’ rites of passages were actually developed after older cultures observed the growth and developmental shifts in the girl’s path to womanhood. Girls typically begin their journey with the onset of puberty and/or menstruation. The community celebrates another fertile member, and thus the continuation of the culture through future babies. A girl’s actual rite of passage is typically going through childbirth, which is dangerous, painful and bloody. But particularly with the birth process, cultures noted that a girl began labor and a day or two later a woman and mother appeared in the girl’s place.

The problem for boys is not having a physiological process to go through like menstruation and childbirth. Thus, most cultures realized that boys need a rite of passage process as well to move them developmentally forward, but they had to be created and thus an almost infinite number of similar but different rituals and challenges were developed. They had to typically include the same dynamics as the girls’ challenges: pain, danger, and often bloodletting. It has been the wide variety of these rituals for boys trying to become men that have come to represent what many consider the ultimate rite of passage in life, paving the way for future challenges like marriage, parenting, middle age and death.

One of the most popular descriptions for the overall process, or meaning of adolescence, is the search for identity. The goal, and struggle of adolescence is for the youth to figure out who they are, what their purpose is, and find out other aspects about themselves. Watching girls naturally complete much of this process, then boys with the created rites, taught older cultures that from a psychological view, a rite of passage helps a youth quickly find these aspects out about themselves. Nowadays, with the path to manhood blurred or gone altogether, many youth workers believe this is why Western and particularly American boys have such high incidents of violence, gangs, suicide, drug use, and so on.

Famed Swiss psychologist Carl Jung explained the psychological workings within a rite of passage as an “ego death,” a symbolic death of, for example, the boy, so the man may be born. Many traditional ROP’s included components where boys were taken from their villages (separation), symbolically killed in a ritualistic way (initiation or transition), then re-introduced to their old community with their new ego or identity as a man. Put simply, a boy is put into a situation that requires a man to complete it. The boy must step aside, or symbolically die, so that the man can be born. Once again, we see the birth-death-rebirth element at work. In modern times, boys have mistakenly replaced high risk and too often actual death with symbolic death because there are no elders or set practices to follow.

Many boys would get their life purpose or choose their name during the intense ROP process. Modern ROP scholars such as community psychologist David Blumenkrantz believe this process also helped youth quickly work through developmental challenges in a quick and healthy way rather than the modern path of no ROP’s or paths to manhood and womanhood. Thus, the loss of initiations has led to the modern phenomenon of uninitiated youth, young adults who don’t know if they are men, and terms like ‘adultolescent’ to describe those former teens who have not yet left the familial nest.

Malidoma Somé, who wrote Of Water and the Spirit, and one of the few modern men actually initiated in a native culture to write about it, feels that ROP’s must be conducted outdoors to connect the initiate with nature. Next he describes the two main components of a rite of passage as ‘risk’ and ‘community acceptance.’ Risk is the ingredient that creates the change, the challenge to be overcome, and the test that makes a boy grow bigger and stronger. Next, what the boy goes through must be accepted and acknowledged by his community. This provides continuity from generation to generation, and no question if what the boy experienced “counts” or not. Each successful transition from boy to man, and girl to woman and mother, served to synthesize the community, and ensure healthy individual growth and participation in the community.

With the modernization and urbanization of life, many people have been struggling with whether there is a need for ROP’s in modern times, and if so, how to effectively implement them. Those who believe ROP’s are archaic, brutal or harmful to boys have largely been successful in First World countries at eliminating ROP’s as outdated and dangerous. These people have effectively taken the ‘risk’ out of the lives of modern teens in an effort to protect them, but the inherent, ingrained propensity for teen boys to take risks suggests that this has only backfired as gangs, teen violence, hazing, drug use and other risky behaviors bubble to the surface.

“Even if a culture has decided that initiations are no longer necessary, that does not mean the mental, emotional, and psychological processes of the boy will change. His inherent drives and cravings cannot be eliminated by culture, laws, and psychology. Denying these ingrained, innate desires and needs has an effect similar to taking away an addict’s drug—we have actually created more of a craving for some kind of initiation.” (Bret Stephenson, 2006). Rather than reducing teen risk, the unfulfilled need to be challenged prompts boys to take unhealthy risks, and they try to self-initiate, or what Joseph Campbell called “self-rendered initiation.” Elders were the guides and tutors for these journeys of self-discovery, and by eliminating their roles, we have banished them to retirement communities and lives with little real purpose. David Oldfield believes that adolescence is a “necessary crises,” and that not allowing youth to learn and grow from their challenges limits and stagnates them.

The Quest for Contemporary Rites of Passage by Louise Mahdi is a collection of articles and essays by top ROP thinkers and practitioners on how to restore rites of passage to modern youth. Beside the risk issue described above, modern ROP workers are struggling with how to create a supportive ‘community’ for modern youth, particularly in America where there were ROP’s in Native America, but the melting pot/tossed salad dynamic of mixed cultures in modern America leaves no one community model to follow.

Some initiations survive modern times, like the religious-based Bar Mitzvah within the Jewish culture. Although a religious ritual, once initiated, the boys are welcomed into the adult world and expected to participate maturely. However, the Bar Mitzvah do not work for America overall, but just one subsection. Informal rites of passage existed and worked to a large extent in rural America until the Industrial Revolution. The inherent risks and challenges of farm and ranch life made informal rites of passage for boys, but as society became more urban, these opportunities fell by the wayside and boys have now been struggling with multiple generations of no initiation rituals.

Some modern therapeutic approaches mimic rite of passage dynamics, such as wilderness therapy or boot camps for teens. Within the confines of an insurance-based culture actually trying to eliminate risk, they try to create a healthy risk and challenge for boys, but cannot create the community acceptance element. Many boys have successfully been put into situations requiring them to create their own ego death and step into a sense of manhood, but when returned to their communities which were not involved or in agreement with the process the boy went through, the rite of passage falls apart from lack of community support. A boy cannot become a community of one.

David Blumenkrantz puts it this way: “What’s an initiation? It is the way a person gains a sense of belonging to a particular group or place. A person’s sense of belonging—being included—is central to any group or community’s survival. It also helps a person achieve a sense of identity, meaning and purpose in life. Throughout human history the sense of inclusion was intentionally promoted through formal initiation called rites of passage. Through rites of passage people learn and commit to common values that guide behaviors beneficial for the group as a whole and each individual. The absence of initiation (rites of passage) leads to a person’s sense of disconnection and exclusion from a group, a community and even from themselves.” In other words, a lack of initiation not only prohibits individual growth for an individual, but the community he or she lives in.
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