
Program Ideas: 
HOW TO… 

…UTILIZE LIMINALITY
 

RITES OF PASSAGE 
Rites of passage have long been associated with 
adventurous experiential learning.  Sometimes, 
the rituals are deliberately integrated into the 
program and, at other times, hidden ritualism is 
accidentally discovered by clients. 

Rites of passage are ceremonies conducted for 
a member of society who transitions from one 
past state to another future state.  Examples 
from modern society include: decadal birthdays 
(20th through 60th), school/college graduations, 
the transition from last year of school to first 
year of university, first job, weddings, baby 
showers, retirements, and funerals.   

These rituals may involve celebrations to mark a 
change in societal roles such as  passage of 
status (single to married), passage of time 
(birthdays), passage of place (high school to 
university), and passage of circumstances 
(starting or finishing employment). 

Early anthropological research on rites of 
passage identified a (nearly) universal tripartite 
sequence from separation, through liminality, 
to incorporation.  The individual, who belongs 
to the population (which could be a society, 
neighborhood, work group or family), leaves it 
in one state and returns in another.  Separation 
is detachment from the population in the old 
state.  Liminality is transition across the 
“threshold” inter-state.  Incorporation is return 
or re-entry to the population in a new state. 

The use of rituals in all three stages strengthens 
the transition between states.  However, 
liminality is the influential stage in adventures. 

  

LIMINALITY 
Liminality is the middle stage of the three-stage 
rite of passage sequence between separation 
(leaving) and incorporation (returning).  Located 
in the transition threshold betwixt the old and 
new states of being, liminality is characterized 
by ambiguity, where the transitioning individual 
may be disoriented, full of doubt, and/or 
confused about past and future roles.  
Liminality allows experimentation with new role 
commitments. 

Often, the individual is dislocated from familiar 
people, locales, occasions, or situations, and 
becomes enlightened and more certain in 
liminal space by overcoming personal tests in 
the form of challenge, conflict, hardship, and 
pain.  Note an obvious connection to adventure. 

COMMUNITAS 
Communitas is an intense spirit of community 
that forms, often in the liminal space, where 
individual status roles are equalized.  Clients in 
transition come together as a substitute social 
group, temporarily replacing the family or home 
community.  During this shared experience, 
feelings of group camaraderie are intensified.   

Programs may unknowingly use liminal spaces. 
Commonalities may include separation from 
previous social roles, vigorous learning 
environments, formation of group identities, 
and reports of hyper-bonding.  This model of 
transition from the rites of passage provides a 
useful lens to view liminality and communitas in 
adventure programs like university orientations 
and wilderness therapy expeditions. 
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