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Let me trace the evolution of my thesis topic, Initiation in the Men,s
l\'tovement, back a few steps to see what specific interests have led me to this point
of departure. I have long been interested io mythology; how it seems to reflect
cultural and personal psychology, and how the human imagination approaches
meaaing in the environment in which ve live. I began to feel the erpertbaceot
mythology on a journey to suaatra. My personal adventure seemed to follow the
basic pattern of a Heroic myth ( a long story I need not explain at lhis momenti.
what I also witnessed of more anthropological concern vas a Batak healing
ceremony, rvhere I sav what I thought was ofle of their legends being eaacted
along with music and dancing among a family invoking the presence of their
ancestors. Later I learn at U.C.S.C. anthropolo$f classes thal lhis is what lhey call
ritual symbolism. I was not concerned with the elfectiveness of these rites as
healing tools, but more fascinated io the way the people seemed to temporarily
suspend their idenrity and don a "mask" rvith which they could identify vith and
enact lheir mythological lore: seeminglv bringing that $/hich is supernatural ancl
sacred among lhemselves. I have learned that in rites ol passage, this state of
suspension, is termed the "liminal period" t a subject I still need to research).

This suomer I began to cead some of rhe literature and meet a ferv people
invoived in the "Men's aovement". One of the largest problems rhev seem to
bemoan is that in America there is no substantial initiatory rite of passage vhich
clearly marks the oec from the boys. The result they say is an ambivalent,
insecure, emotionally dependant, middle aged man(the 'wimp,i. The leaders of
lhe movement are rryiog ro draw upoo m):thologicat figures from Greek, Old
European, Biblical, even American legends to re-create a srrong positive male
image. The iniriation problem is still in the experimental stage, but I hear thar the
gathering,s and rites of passage they hold are very elaborate and poverful.

I am interested in this area of reseacch because it seems 1o integrare my
arithropological inierests with By more persocal questions. I do have a vested
subjective interesr in this ropic, aod though I will conduct objective research, I will
aiso inclucle knovledge gained from introspection and reflection. In a feu, weeks I
will be turning twenr)'-one, and soon enough financially independent from the



folks; a time of initiation for me. I am also teeliag it is imperatir.e for me to
understand what are genuinely masculine tnot macho), qualities.

So my thesis topic will explore initiarion inro manhood io ar least three
senses: gender, maturation, and personal erploration. I am also vanting tofrane
lhe psychology of the sef in this scenario. How is rhe self defined trefore, during
and after the initiation? what social an<l indivldual needs are being net ? what
kind of psychology is involved in designing the ritual ilself? Does the ritual serve
as an emotional catharsis? If so, vhat kinds of emotioas are being released? what
function does male bonding serve? Hov is feminist psychoiogy involved? More
questions are sure to arise. I vould like to use Jung's theory of archetypes and
individuation in my understanding and explanation of initiarion, though I lqnow
these ideas are not as readily accepted among anthropologists as perhaps Freudian
theory is. At this point I am shopping for a solid theoretical staace to take.

I see a fev vays I can conducl my research; liThe literature published on
the movement is Iimited to relatively fev books and publications. I feel it will tro1
be too difficult to gain a comprehensive grasp on vhat is written. The research on
initiation itself is aflothef story, so I will focus on male puberty rites, and the"liminal period"; 2) I vill conduct one or two intervievs wilh group leaders with
rrhom I have already made cootacl; j )I r/ill aclually parricipare in an initialion rite
as an iniliate/undercover anthropologist.

I will vanl to explore the nature and structure of the ritual. How does one
cfeate afl effective initiation within a culture that seems to lack such practices?
can we simply borrow ritual lechniques afid lechflologies from history and across
the srorld, and hope for them to be meaningful? Are ve witnessing a genuine
iategration of knovledge and practice in this fitual gained from the receat
explosion of information gained from global communication and netvorking? I
waat to ilvestigale s/ha1 is universal about initiaiion. Is it imperative to the heallh
of a society? what is relative and what is unique about this manifestation of a
nearly vorld vide practice, aad how does it serve our particular"meaning making"
needs?

I see this thesis topic as a personal and professional investigatiofl into an
e merging social phenomenon.



This thesis is a c.mparative investigation into two mare initiation rites in
c.ntem'orafv American curlure. It{y first case study erprores the evenr.s at a
'r/eekend worksh.p entitred "rnitiati.n 

the First step" given 10 a group of men by a
medicine man (f the Dagura curlure fronr Burkina Faso. My second case sludy
Iook$ at the experience of an individual who designecr and underwent his ovn"sell -iilitiation".

wh'e the peopre in both these cefemonies 10 some extent restructure
files and symb(lrs of other cuitures to suit their own needs, I argue that ilre force
they hold fof the pradici'ner depencrs the intimacy and familarity he has with the
context in which these lools are used. Ihe workshop case invotves men
eripefementing wir'h one particurar unfamiliar syste& or knowlege, while Lhe case
of r'he individual invorves a syngl*1i. appropriat.ion of mythological symbols from
various cultures. in the former, familiar symbols ancr their unfamitiar s.ruct.ures.
s)rslems and meanings are introduced bgether, aod ao attempt is made to use
them ritua[-v. In the case of the ratter, personal meaning is re-invesred in a coflage
of painted and coilectecl s'mbols, working within a symbotic system using
associations more integral to his understanding.

ln both rhese examples we have the American aen attempting t0 re*eare
rires 0f passage into manhood by means of symbols borrowed from alternaiive
culturar traditions. I paint to the fac!'rs which conlribute to ihe afiective power of
the svmbors for the init.iaies (were the rites personaily transformatioaal?i. The
relationship of individual to their coeaunity in these cases of initiation are ufiique
because they do nor resembre "rradirional" patlerns in which ve can recognize a
continuity of curtural knowledge transmitted trom the ord to the younger
generarions' The c'mmunity to which the peoflle in the case siudies are being
initiated are unconvenrionally difrerent from traditionar riles and fr00 each other.



Tlre question remains as to what form initiation rites are assuming in

America, tthe absence of a cohesive collective mythology has been seeo by some as

the missing factori, though I do see individualism and personal mythologies being

faclors in slraping rites vhich are genuinely lranslormative.

Traditional aspect$ of Initiatioa

Tlre Enryclopedia of Social Sciences delines initiation as " ...the systematic

ceremonial induction of adolescent youth$ i[1o llre full social iife of the

community". Intiation marks the poiot of transition from life episode to the next,

the severance of one social calegory to the incorpofalion of another, with all i1s

priveliges and responsibilities. initialion serves as a purposeful re-evolution of

ones life. In a hunler-gatherer society, ofle may gain the ability to Barry or hunt

with the men. In our society, these markers ol status can be seen in the ability lo

serve in the Armed Forces, the ability to drive, the right to purchase alcohol,

possession ol a credit card, set and mamaige.

These rites in raditional societies not only serve 10 usher the iadividual

from a state of childhood to a state of adulthood, they also serve 10 catergorize afld

disinguish lhe genders. It is usually a l.ime r/hen under severe taboos, males are

kept seperate from them the $/onen. This is seen by some as a means of a

[ecessary seperation from a childhood state of dependancy afld identification with

the mother. Whereas we rnay see this process of seperation leading toward

individuation, ibecoming more autonomous), I suspect that the ioitiate in most

haditional societies are aclually transfeming a sense of obligation from their

childhood Eatrix of the mothers authority, to the authority o[ the larger

community and its heritage.



Tlre importance of these rites is seen in the intense physical, emotional, and

spiritual preparalion which acconrpany confirmation of the individual into a new

social matrix. Symbolic wounds such as circumcision at puberty in Arabic

commudties, or scarification upon the forehead such as in the Nuer, signify that

the individual undergoes a painful and irreversable committment as a member of

his community. These is interpreted by sam Keen as signifying that the individual

must sacrifice his personal will to that of the larger community. society indentures

the initiate by vay of his body; self-idenrity is molded by culture shaping his very

nature.

Within this ordeal, a body of cultural knowledge icosmogonony, cosmology,

nyfhokrgy ! is trans mitted from the older to the younger generation. For the

lraditional man this re-evolution meant ritualistically erperienceing the cosmogony

according to the tribes mythology. The experience ol the initiarion ritual makes an

indelible impressiol upoo the very core of the self image; of personal and cultural

identity.
"For symbolic repetilion of the creation implies a reactualization of a
primordial event, he{rce the presence of the Gods and their creative energies.

The return to the beginnings finds erpression in a reactivatioa of the samed

forces that had then been manifestecl for the first time. If the vorld was

restored to the slate in which it had been at the momeflt T/hen it came ro

birth, if the gestures thal the Gods hacl mtde for the firsl tiaein the

beginfling were reproduced, society and the enlire cosmos became what they

had been then - pure, poverful, effectuat, with aI their possibilities inlact"
(Eliade p. xiii Rites and Synbols.i

A$ is generally customary in tribal initiations, it is the elcters and the same
ser relatives of the iflitiates who, having themselves undergone simialar



experiences io their youth. initiate youoger members ioto their lineage. This

experience connects the individual $/ith what may be assumed to be an experience

shared by his living elders and his ancestors. And ancestors, by virtue of their

locatiofl in the afterlife, afe conoected to the mysteries, legends and mythologies of

dirrine actions which initiated the process of creafion itseli. This is rootedness.'A

human being has roots by virtue of his real, active and natural participation in the

life ol a community, vhich preserves in living shane certain oarticular treasures of

the past and certain particular expectatiors for the future" (Weil l9)21.

Initiarion as a rite of passage hinges gender, status, and rootedness, as

issues of identity. If initiation occupies such a central role in a community as a

mechanism of enculturatioo, ve cafi see the potential for estrangement and

alienation of the individual from their society if there is no such formal

introduction to the values and legends of their culture.
Absence of rites

We may say disparity exists in tttis culfure from the absence of these
practices. 'Whereas graduation fron high school in America used to generally
guarantee the person a job or role in our society, now the (academic) individual
struggles through graduate school, aad does not. leave the protection of the
institutional matrix until his early thirties. As well, a thirteen year oid American
Jew undergoing Bar Mitzva is still unprepared for the responsibilities of nanhood.
Here we see that because of socio-economic changes, what used to be "markers of
completioa have devolved into empty gestures" (Virginia Hine in Betvixt and
Eetveen, l9E7). People are less able to move out o[ home and support themselves
after high school. As for a rite of passage in vhich nearly everyone in the larger
society participates, that had significant impact upon the lives of iadividuals,
graduation no tonger is a guarantee that ofie will be accepted into the adult
community.

11 is surprising 10 most people that rites of passage do aod have existed in
America. High school aad college sports, atrd especiatly the military have
distinctive methods of breaking dovn the individuat by physical and emotional
exerlion, in order that one may work as a efficient member of the team's unit.
Some street gang initiations have codes of such severerity where the task is to kill
a1l ursuspecling victim or a rival gang member. Some college fraternities have less
exlreme rites of initiation, but like the street gangs are peer groups vhich
ceremonialize membership.



What we may be seeing is a decefllralization of initation rites lrom larger
insritutions such as the high school gradualion, toward a lrend vhich vorks more
elfectively in smaller conmunilies. I\tlechanisms of se$eration and incorporation
are found among the diverse communities that do exist in America. Because these
communities like street gangs and fraternities are factioned, they serve as as
markers that signify inclusiveness and exclusiveness 10 a particular group.

Considering the divefsity of cultural awarenes$ it is likely that people will
cootinue 10 create their ovn mechanisms for seperation, transformation and
incorporation(the slages in rites of passage according to Van GennepJ. How does
the evolution of these rites of passage meet $/ith the needs of the American male in
the larger society as a whole?

Introducing needs of cotrtemporary mar

A smirk comes over the face of most people when they heaf of 'men's
weekends'. Immediate associations are Roberl BIy, drunming, mud smearing, male
bonding, etc. [,len's weekends vhich are being offered nationwide usually cost a
pretty penny and end up slirring certairi fathers and husbands into emotional
excitemenl and enthusiasm. Can ve picture Ward Cleaver throwing down his
fles/spapef and beating his chest in an instinoive outburst of primordial male
energy? I choose Ward as a counter point inage, because he still exemplifies the
stereotype of the dignified American Father in America; responsible, cpnlent,
aulhoritative, kiudly. Is it easier to picture Bill Cosby doing the same thingT For
some reason, yes. His authority and confidence as a father is less sure, vhich is
said by leaders of the movement to be represefllative of the larger state of alfairs
wirh the American male.

it is easy to satirize the efforts of these men, because thay are adoitling
they are aaieve to this world, that they don't feel atfirmed as men. If there is one
stigma men vorry about, especially presididential candidates, it is the Vimp
fac!or', where the power of authority is in question. As well, people are rigbtfully
questioning why there needs to be a men's movement in the l[inter of the
Patriarch?

Leaders of the "Men's Movement" like Rotlerl BIy argue that because of the
absence of rites of iuiliation in our culture we are producing generations of
ambivaleut males, vho do not have a strong. confirmed sense of their masculinity.
Many men feel they have not psychologically completed adolesence, that childhood
patterns of dependancy run long into their mid life. I think the maiority $/ho are
iriterested in iniliation feel that it would clear up a lot of ambiguity in thier lives as
to hos/ a man stands in relation to his culture, his past, the rromen in his life, to
other men, and especially himself.

Importaot to the search of lhe contemporary male for initiation is the
relationship betweel] sons and fathers and the lack of communication belween
them. some say the Industrial revoulution has laken the fathers work out of the



home anci rherefore has no way of passing his skills io his son. The claim is made
lhal manv sons know rheir fathers through their mother's eves. having a feminized
version of vhat their prinary male role model is really like. It is therefore
necessary for men to group together exclusively in order that they may understand
themselves better. The leader of the wekend workshop I attended addressed this
need when he said "the son looks to the father for archetypes of greatness, and if
he finds none. he will be seeking lor models lo emulate after his fathers death,
leaving a sense of incompleteness".

For these reaso[s men in America have lound il impo|lant lor them to groufr
toBether and discuss whatever issues arise in the securiry of being in a purely male
environment. They are attemptinB, to establish a male community, which they see
as a missing element in the lives of the contemporary man. They are an atteEpt
to generate a community anoog men providing a context which altovs for instinct,
intuition, and group emotion to emerge. D.H. Lawrence, ari author popularly
refemed to in the l\tlen's movement says, "'We must get back into relation... to the
cosmos and the universe.through daily ritual. To these rituals we must return; or
we musl evoive them to suit our oeeds"

While smaller aeos groups sem to be collecting around the coudry, the
major evenls that feature the leaders of the movement cost money, and the men
who can afford then cast the majority of the patrons into the middle class. At the
vorkshop I attended most of lhem were vhite, middle age, and middle class.
Many of them were therapisrs, and a few arlists from the Bay Area. \I/hat had
they all come for? What were their expectations?

For a group oi men to attend an initiatioa given by a Medicine man of
questionable origin sheds light on the desperation for some American men [o louch
some base of ancient tradition vith which they can identify. In the vorkshop we
were uninformed as to where the Medicine Man was from until the lecture began.
He could have been from any culture thai had a hadition of iniliatioa rites. The
brochure had entitled the $/orkstrop, lnitiation: an African I[ay of Kaowledge.

Missing in this picture for the man in modern America are stable
communicative bonds belween the generations that vould make a continuous
tradition like intiatioa possible. What. cultural information or sacred history and
esoteric knowlege is there to be revealed in this act? What coutd possibly serve as
a cosmogonic legend that initates would recreale in their lives? America is a huge
nation of many peoples, no[ a small tribal society, We as a culture do oot
legitimate our existence in the past, because as a nation, $re are litile more than
200 years old. Not only that, bui ve as Europeans came as conquerors to North
America and in the process of uprooting the native peoples ve uprooted ourselves.

Are we safe to say that-riien in America feel uprooted because cultural
mechanisms like initiatioa are absent from common practise? Our enfire ideology
iooks m$rard the future and progress for legitirnary, continuaily fabricating the"new improved'. But to paraphrase Malcom X "vou cant know vhere _vou are
going unless you know where 1'ou are from." Let us look at the first of two



exaoples which innovate ways of establishing a connection of the individual with
rooledness.

Berkely-

The borrowing of another cullures initiation was observed by colin Turnbull
in his book on the Pygmies enlitled the Forest people. He observed the pygmies
youths undergoing the initiations o[ the villagers in order to get to feast
afterwards. He observed how even the strictest laboos were playfulli, violated by
the pygmy youths who had no reason to fear evil spirit vengance, for these beings
were not within their worldview. In the case of borrowed initation rites that I
observed, the American participants vere solemnly and sincerely atteBptifig to
erfierience the ritual, trying ro experience the reality of a vorldview wtr-otty-
different from their own- we shall see hov Daguran rites and symbols, ur ih"y *.
taken out of contert become restructures and feinterpreted to fit an American'
understanding.

upon the arrival at the conference hall, we were give a stone as a passkey,
vhich vould serve as an instrumetrt in the ritual and also as a token memorial
souvenir. I say lo*eabecause it seems as if it respresented the weekenct as a
token initiation experience. In many s/ays lhe weekend was an experemental,
condensed, translated, representation of a trib al initiation. It could not have been
olherwise and Dr. some acknowledged this fact, poiflting out that the unfamiliarity
of the eflvironment, the knowledge and the people had inherent differences which
could no1 easily be overcome. My feeling is that the veekend served as an
experience vhich prorrelled the parlicipants to continue searching for the meaning
of initiation upon their o$/n.

The vorkshop was took place vas in the Berkery Oddfelrows hall, a lgrh
century men's society associated with the Freemasons. The large, carpeted hall
hall was lined with oversized sturdy old chairs. Illuminated sdined ilass symbols
adorned the high center$ of the four valls. Atop the center overlook was art
image with a singre eye and three chain links beneath it, to the righl an image of
book superimposed upon a cross, at the back the image of an houiglass wirh wings,
atrd to the left side $/as the image of a hand holding a heart. Surrounded vith
mystical symbols of some tradition ve knew little or nothing about seemed to
preclude our particular situalion of preparing to learn aboutthe the Daguran r/ay
of initiation. The soft sounds of recorded African drumming set the tone for friday
evening, the idtial segment of the weekend workshop

Dr. Malidoma some, the medicine maa(as stated on his buisness card), is
originally from the Dagura tribe of Burkina Faso, west Africa. A man vho seemed
to be ifl his late thirlies, Malidoma vore a sparkling blue African overcoat, with a
matching hat, vith embroidered numbers and symbols all over. He vas late in hisplane arrival from Detroit where he is a professor of Literature at Brandeis



Liniversity in Michigan. He introduced himself and his position as a "man of two
worlds"; having been born in a rribal community. being raised in a Cathotic mission.
havinB returned to his community as a stranger fifteen years later, and had to
ioitiated with the pre-adolescents. He eventually returned to the Western world
and became an accomplished scholar, having received Phd's from Sorbone and
Brandeis Universities.

In many ways I sav him as a "cullural broker". Dr. Some being a man of
both traditonal and modern worlds had the responsibility of introducing us
Westerners 10 his culture. He said his name lranslates to "make friends with
slranger" and therefore saw it vithin his life's duty fta1 he be in a posiriotr to
introduce his cullure to foreigners. He had strong opinions about the role of
anthropology in the understanding of his culture, mentioning that "armed with
pens and lape recorders, the intrusive anthropologist is interested only in the
ob jective, stagnanl, preservation of soaething which is dynamic, alive, changing
and elusive. Though it r/as he vho was being the anthropologist to his own culture,
in trying to erplicale the r/ays of his tribe in terms ve Americans could
understand. He expressed $/arm receptivity to the curiosity of westerners
inlerested in exploring the rapidly vanishing initiation practices of his tribe.

He said that initiation practices rr'efs no longer obligatory for the youihof his
tribe, recent laws being passed that young people have a choice, when before they
did not, vhelher they are villing to undergo such ordeals. In his culture lre said the
young mea were being lured away from their rural tribal communities by the
glamour o[ the city life. These developments portray the optionality of lifestyles in
a modern vorld; whereas the youth of his lribe can make choices aboul what used
to be mandatory initiation rites, it also by our choosing thal $ie can datrble into
various tribal rituals. We, unable to truly penetrate fundamental cultural
boundaries, vill alvays be looking through a vindow, vhereas the vouth can
relurn to their home, as lt{alidoma had. His hopeful logic worked that if thefe is an
apparent interest by vesterners into lhe initiaton practices of his tribe, than the
youth of his tribe will reconsider abandoaing their traditions for s/hat seems to be
a civilized existence.

The group of thirty meo r/ere seated in benches, chairs and on the fioor,
vhile Malidoma presided witb shoes off lounging on a set of stairs above u$. Next
to him throughour the vorkshop vas Sreven Kessler,{who is planning ro go with
Malidoma to Bukina Faso meet the "Galekeeper' and undergo initiation there) a
psychotherapist vho helped to coordinate the vorkshop.

Malidoma said there is no literal translation for initiation io his culture
other thao "apprenticeship vith knowledge". In order that ve grasp ao
understanding of hov initation as a rile of passage works in his culture, he had to
introduce the struclure ol knovledge upon vhich it is based, vhich is vhat ve
spent Friday evening and much of Saturday discussing.

Idtially, he conlrasled received knowledge vith autonomous knovledge.
(i.e. knowledge recieved as in a classroom creates a dependant relalionship



betweefi leacher and studen| while autonomous knovledge is revealed from an
individual's silent relationship with nature). Physicatiry and visibility were seen as
the world o[ decay and vere mutilations and distortion of Essence which is purely
invisible. The prgcess of revealing knowledge was seen as orienting ones
perspective from the internal outvards. He explained that in his traditional systeB
of spiritual heirarchy, minerals and vegetable kingdoms were of the higher
intellege$ce, for it vas lhey who knew tbe language and discourse ol silence.
Animals were nexl on the chaio, and lastly ii was the humans. Form, language and
the ert€rnal were dense and invisibilit,,v and silence and internal were ol the Spirit.
He said iniriation was the process of exposing this knowledge.

Ile went on to narrat€ a few of the erperierices that he underwent:
He was commanded by the etders to sit in front of a tree in absolut silence

and motionlessness for as long as it took for him to see something that was
invisible to his everyday eyes. Conditioned by his catholic school, he was full of
doubt and pretended to see images to get out of the ordeal. He said it look hi a day
and a half in the hot sun and cold evening before the ree suddeoly translormed
into a veiled feminine entiry, which drew toward him in an ecstatic embrace. He
said he held this figure vith a deep dear love, and never wated to let go until he
felt the soft skingrow more and aore coarse, uatil he found himself emberacing
the trunk ol a tree.

A second trial he under$/ent was the slory of Daguran youths lining up to
iump into a goat skia that the elders held, upon vhich they vaved a vand and
opened up a portal into a firey pit. He said he vas falling through a shaft of a
voicano, surouaded by fames and an overvhelming "silent roar". He could not
move his hands until he vas alrle 10 held onto something, and ar that point he was
pulled out by the elders. 0n the ground people roll around to put the fire out. some
come out mutilated, some fiever come out.

How are $/e to percieve these experiences of Malidomas iriitiation? In his
prolonged sub jective involvement r/ith that tree he became consummed by a
vision. Yet what would someone observing him uninvolved vith bis emotional
investment seeT !fha1 r/as it that suddenly became feal for Malidoma? The
question subjective and objective reality in this case is difficult to determine, but
an important one because in the workshop no one had such an intense elperience
as just described. \fith vhat eyes {Malidoma's and lre as the listeners} are these
visions seen?

My point is that that kind of knovedge is based oo entirety different
structures of attairiment structures Americans are unfamiliar with and thus cannot
access in a veekend vorkshop. The reality of the experience for Malidoma aeed
not be assessed s/ith the structures of knowledge that are used to understand
reading a paper. Tlre question is does he who experiences visions of



metamorphosis and merging diffecentiate [hat frolo a dream like reality or an
obiect.ive one? Gananath 0beysekere writes on this matter :

-the dream experience is a real spiritual one, an actual adventure taking
place on a different plane, above the mundane. He can therefore narrate the
erperience as if it had naturally occured, like an everyday experience. From
our point of viev, not his, he has constructed a set of images con$ooant r/ith
his cultuf al symbol and meaning system. His is a myth dream" ( 198 I )

The exlrordinary tales lold by lvlalidona of his initiatior experiences set me
up for erpeclations o[ the ritual that we would practice this veekend. he
ecouraged us that to really experience these riles we must abandou colrpletely our
skeptical and critical natures. I rras wonderiog whal cou.ld possihly happen thal
I would have to abandon my obiectivity; was he going to open a portal ifl a goat
skin into which ve were supposed to jump through and find ourselves falling
through a volcanic sbaft into a firey pit ?

The first excercise that the group conduoed that Saturday r/as to
numerilogically define our position on the Dagura medicine vheel. IFe vere 10 plot
out names and birthday on a chart r/hiclr corresponded the letter "A" to number
"1", aad "2" to number "26", avery simple system. Each of us had a unique set of
numbers in ratio to Earth, Fire, Water, I\{inerals, and Nature which occupied the
four direstions and the centef upofl the medicine vheel. Each eiement had an
associated trial in the ritual process vhich composed the totalily ol the initiation
experience. Each person had certain strengths and deficiencies in the ration of
their numbers, and we $/ere to idenlify with the elements with which we had the
strongest ratios. I vas Earth. Ihe group was divided so that the four directions
and the cetrler of the room held the design of the medicine vheel.

We vere fist asked to feel vhat it was like to resonale vith this group.
Because maiority of the people were involved with psychology the groups
convefsation had the tone o[ a group thefapy session. ("1 feel... , because..."i I
remember ofle tberapist commenling on his erperie[ce vith systems, and hov this
fit into his experience with the medicine wheel. He was able to align it r/ith his
asrrology chart, and ri/here he lay upon the eneagfam, a system of personality
types in popular psychology. I observant at hov he could simultaneously contrive
and integrate netvorks of meaning hto his personal chart. Ifhat it felt like to be
"earth" had to intefsecl into systems of meaning already established.

At first I was curious as to how vas this numerology, using a Roman
alphabet and numerals were supposed to work for the traditiofial Daguraa $ysten
ol elemenls within a medicine vheel? The next day ve vere explained that ve
needed to suspend our critical side for the while and work with this seemingly
irralional system. Malidoma said it vas the medicine $iheel dealt r/ith a $}rs1er}'
bevoud logic and we need to accept tlte slrangeness at what may appear arbilrary.



Encouraging an attitude of relaxation, where rules and judgements could be
suspended.

Malidoma pointed out lhat lhe veakness of the medicine wheel is not that it
is based on mathmatics and numbers but that it is the symbolic shrinking of the
invisible into a contrived system. The symbol necessarily distorts the signified
because of its very materiality. Symbols are communicalive tough, in that they
are the medium through vhich we may be able to undersland the abstract and the
invisible. Naked meaning can overwhelm the mind, he said , and the wheel offers a
a guide with sihich r/e can channel and erchange the energies o[ group .

This ritual ended the first day of the workshop, and i was interested in hov
the group began and closed their sessions vith the invocation ol spirit familiars.
Invoked vere various totem animals,spirits of deceased friends. male felatives as
well as few obscure gods. At the closing circle we all held hands and maintained
silence. When someone. suggested we do a chant, one guy suggested the the
Tibetan Buddhist mantra "OM MANI PADME HUM.. With all the men iri the group
ve certainly had a deep resounding vibration, but I could not help but obsefve that
here vas another symbol thatT/e have appropriated from aoother culture, and use
for our ritual purposes: still, as to the meaning of the symbols themselves, we have
little or no ulderstaoding. Hov does a mantra which is the core teaching of a
religion thousancls of years old fit into the closing ceremony of an initiation
workshop in Berkely given by an African mediciae man?

mentof

0n the second day ve used the medicine wheel 1o have a mentor ritual Tbe
intention was to tend to the need argued by some that the American male suffers
from the absence of a person vho introduces the youog persoo to society and the
world outside the family. In this context we chose people from the groups vhose
elements ia which our ratios were the lovest, attempt to have a conversation
concerning the elemeflt the mentor represented. My guy vas fire.

We vere to visually fixate, from our desigaated positions as elements,upon
the face of a man, vhom we would like to be our mentor. The next step, and I
think the process was being cfeated as $r'e went along, was for everyone 1o follov
their chosen mentor. With each person being a mentee folloving a mefltor, we had
a little dance going where the crowd of thrity vas mixing all around in a circle until
ve came to a sudden stop. Everyone pointed to the person they folloved, and of
clurse some had many fingers directed at them while some had none.

Fire in the Dagura tradition mear$ clariry, lucidity, and illumination, in
cootrast to olher references like, purification or consuming passion. As we spoke
to eachotber I began to see how in our mnversation, so many of the symbolic
representations of fire began to interveave with one anothef, to.the poifit vhere I
could nol see how the symbol offire could be contained within any one tradilional



meaning. The Daguran fefefence probably had the most unfamiliar association for
us, though because we nr'efe instfucted in its meanings we could integfate thal iflto
our conversation as vell. It was as if the symbol of fire vas hanging above our
heads and we were pulling all our associations togethef from our personal
experience and cultural learning. Our conversation revolved around fire as being
an element of visioa. lucidity, clarity. He told me to see though borders, through
limits. He said that one must see through obiects as vell as seeing outvards from
their center. I was told 10 "see through the surface of obiects into their
Constellations of geometric forms, and organic patterns which we can hold onto if
r/e are 10 carry visioos across a threshold into nanifest reality as creative
gestures"

If synbols vere vorking ou1 of context, ve adapted them to our
understandings. Fire vas not Daguran fire anymore though it vas vithin the
Daguran medicine wheel, that we could find meaning in the symbol.
I thought it was interesting that in this excercise, each of of us were acling as
repositories of knovledge of our respective elements, and that in this role, we vere
all potential sludeots and teachers. Though the element, and its meaning would
differ with each persons interpfelatiofl. While all of the people in the workshop
were seekers of an initiation experience, in this ercercise acted as mentors, sources
of wisdom for each other.

The nert ritual was an attempt to silently communicate with nature by
means of our tokefl stones. People were to choose from the baskel of stones until
one man in an instinctive outburst scattered them all over the floor. lVe were
asked to focus on the stone by silently listedng to it for a half an hour. The room
was darf,.ened r/ith the only light coming from the illuminated stained glass e1'e.

As people vandered their ovn vays, at this time I lay down on the carpet
and placed the stotre on my forehead lrying to Beditate on its message. In my
sleep deprived state, images passed through ny mind ofeyes, haf,ds, and the
sound of my name, amid the occasional shuffle and door slamming. The half an
hour seemed to go by quickly. The director, Steven kessler, started to chant softly"AWAY away AWAY away, Ela, Ela ,Ela". Men began to circumambulate the room,
vhile others remained sitting.

One man, a drummer, fetl to the floor and began weeping and laughing.
There seemed to be a general concern for this man, and Malidoma came over. held
his head. At this tine he began to convulse as il he vere having a seizure, shaking
violently Perhaps this vas a trance erperience of some kind, though I had the
feeling that it had to do vith deep emotional issues. Perhaps he had found some
nugget of primal grief.

The group convened in a circle before ve left for lunch, and the director
asked everyone to maintaifl some sense of the mood we had created white in the
city hustle of Berkley streets and relegraph avenue. I was eager to talk with the'Steve Caton l.he anthropology professor from U.C.S.C. who accompanied me. I had



rhe feeling of oot warting to identify with the sentinentality of the group. I was
wanting to make obiective observations, because I felt that a deep subjective
i[volvement with the Broup was too sensitive and vulnerable .

Outside, Steve and I encountered a fev men from the group who had missed
the last ritual, because they were tired ol all the talking that \ke were doing and
not e{rouBh action. They vere dissapointed to hear that they had missed the stone
ritual, but did not return after lunch. What was il about the fact that \re nr'eren't"doing" enough that caused them to leave the vorkshop? I vill address this
question uader the section "Materializatio[ of the primal"

Afler lunch some people vanted to share about their expecience with the
stone consciousness. Some of the reactions were vords like "vhole", 'still", water,"I am cool, still, soothed by water, help me find majic in you". One guy drew a
picture of men holding hands in a ring of concentric circles, and shoved it to the
group in a silent presentation, one mall saw his two rocks as testes or ovaries.I had
a picture of a hand with an eye. The reactions ihat the men shared seemed to me
to be personal projections, rather than any particular message coming from the
stone itself.

The group finalized the veekend by gathering together for a standing circle
for the last ritual of the day. I found this one most meaningful, for it integrated the
teachiflgs of the s/eekend and brought the group together in individual conlact
with each othef nembef. If we are playing by Van Genneps model of rites of
passage the stone rite is the period of sepefation, wbile lhis last one has the
element of incorporation vithin the group.

Each representative eiement group was called upon one at a time to go
within the circle. With varm sincerity each person r/as to endow each otber
person in the group with the essence of the element they themselves emboclied.
As a representative of Earth, I vent to each man and held their hands in mine,
looked straight in their eyes, and said in a soft, $troflg and determined voice, .may
you be nourished, empovered, fulfilled" 0thers came to me vith their Bifts, ifire
being associated with dreams aad visions, nalure vith maiic, minerals with
resourcefulness, and water vith community) and I accrpted these immaterial
empowef merts. I think the experience of direcl comection with every other
individual brought the workshop to a proper sense of completioa. I1 united
individual and the community in dynamic involvement, for each person had
something to give 10 the group, and many things to receive.

The division of the group among elements withia a medicine vheel, allowed
the individuals within the group to function as separate but indivisible parts within
an ifltegfaled system, even if it vas a complex system beyoDd our understanding.
The interrealtionship of the elemeltts within the vheel was compared to the \/ay in
which organs work together vithia a body. 11 is the responsibility for each
individual 1o perfofm his own function, each an essential part of an integrated
vhole. r\lalidoma explained that the commudty depends on the individual for



vholeness, yet the individual cannet depend on the community to provide that for
themselves. TIre individual must fincl the balance of rheir elements vilhiil their
relationship vith nature, in their guest for autonomous knovledge.

It is unlikely that this group of men will ever meet again. what uriited this
Srouppf men is that they vere all curious as to what initialion would meafl in their
lives. Rather than feeling as if ve vere initiated into the Dagura tribe, if ve vere
initiated inlo any community, it vas a temporary collection of American men all
questing for the personal erperience of belonging anrt confirmation.

Fascination with the primal
The men in this vorkshop werg not particularly ioterested in Daguran

cultufe in particular, but the rite of initiation itself, and for that neady ariy
traditional cultufe may have sufficert. The cultures rre in the r/est consider"primal" or "tribal" or 'traditional" have for certain people have a kind of alluring
powef or mystery about them. Movies like "Dances with wolves". or books like
south African novelist J.M. coetzee's waiting For the Barbarians ptay niith rhe
theme or $/esterners crossing cullural boundaries iflto the world of the native.
Perhaps the attraction these cultufes lrave is thal they afe seen to live a mofe
meaningful or spiritual life closer to nature lhao our vays of secular science and
fchnolggJ . Perhaps they see traditional cultures having worldvies/s that place
the individual in stronger connection with their community. perhaps it is the
footedoess lraditional people have $/ith the past and their ancestors, a stablity
that attracts the modern man.

0r in the case of seekers of initiation. I think affecive por/er of ritual and
ceremony in their religious life and especially in rites of passage captures their
fascination. I have observed mysell having certain kino or envy foithe people in
tribal cultures at the iotensity of subiective involvement that one hears about
within tfadilional rites of passage. Myself and others I know would lilce to
participate in a rite poverful enough to affect an all encompassing and
consumming yet tfansformative revolutiol of knovn reality. whereas this altered
state of reality may sound disorienting, ve search for this as a means ol
reorieatation. The Kaluli people rransform into bir<ts, the Huichol into their
aflcestors, Australian aboriginals into their tote0r; why does this kind of ritual naiic
not "vork" for us?

Materialism and Initiation
The situation in vhich ihe "..."Domain of retigion" if not perhaps rituat, has"contracted", becomes a matter of individual choice rather than universal corporate

ascriptioa, and where with religious pluralism has become a veritable supermarket
of religious wares" (Turner 1977), is upon us. Americans as consumers nre
cooslantly faced vith multiple representations of realities: At our disposal at this
time of the postmodern expiosion, is an abundance of cultural artifacts, symbolic
l.okens repfesenting cultures fiom around the vorld. Ethnic gift shops iilersections
of material culture from around the vorld as they abound vlth African masks.



ceramic Aztec calendars, Balinese wood carvilgs, e1c. It is litlle wonder then that
when Americans are curious of the cognitive and spiritual systems that underly the
forms vhich ve find so aslhetic, that these more Subtle and complex areas of
understanding elude us.

We are collectors of symbols out of context, r/ithout systeos in which they
were inspired and understood. The meanings we invesl in them are reflections of
ouf o$/n structures of uilderstanding. The 'optionatity'of their presence in our lives
precludes that we ktow less of their contexl and thus less of their places in the
symbolic systems in vhich they might operate. Bul our understanding of these
artifacts as fepresentations of'primal culture', being brought into our homes is
superficial as long as they are unconnected with inspiration. lfe can safely assume
that the meaning these symbols held for the people vho inspired them vas mofe
ceotral to their worldview thafl their role as asthetic decoration in America.

In this postmodera society, being exposed to sanples of so many different
cultural realities, ve are deficient in an all encompassing mythology that is
revealed as in many cases of initiation for societies which have maintained their
lraditions for cenluries. There is a vacuum of absolule meaning and a need to fill
ir. Thus we are flooded with an abundance of stories, myths and symtrols which
have an alluring appeal of the exotic and the "primal". Yet if they are all borrowed
and out of their context, alld there is no cohesion, they make little seflse in our
lives. Their meaniogs are peripheral to our daily lives.

A conflict of values that were being ptayed oul between the mer in Aoerica
and the men in the tribal societies. American men caught in a material vorlds are
in a paradoxical search for fulfillment, for they are tryiag to engage with a
consciousness that is grounded within a system alien to their worldviev. They are
dissapoinxed to find that the spirit still lodged in the material vhen ve are unable
to activate symbolic systems like the Daguran initiation workshop. Bul what may
prevenl this understandiag is the assumption that much of our needs for existence
are framed as material items. and thus commodified.

I found it interesting thal before the r/eekeod Tr'as over about five or six
people had left. I spoke with one group and they had felt that there was too much
talking and no1 enough "doing". I assume what they meant by "doiog" r/as ritual
excercises. They had a definite piclure of what that experience was going to be fof
them, and vhen it semed that the lecture was dragging ofi, they Srev impatient
and left. The expectation of a "peak experience" may have been in their minds and
it did rot happen, so they left.

Such attitudes characterize the vay ia vhich Americans see maoy
erperiences, but a fer/ things about the contert contribute to its lukes/arm
sentiment. This vas a "men's weekead", a time r/heo men could be away from
their work and their vives: a relatively small part of their lives, yet a large chunk
of their free time. Another thing was the fact that ve had to pay one hufldred and
fifty dollars for prolessionals to conduct the ceremony. Hov does 1lre fact thal the
weekend is framed as a commodity affect the experience of the men? "lvlooey



destroys human roots srherever it is able to penelraie, by turning the desire to
gain into the sole motive" (Weil, 1952). Perhaps the factor that the $/eekend was
a workshop that need to be "purchased" as well as the unfamiliar people,
environment, and symbolic systeas contributed to the fact that the initiation
experience was less than revolutionary

Symbols are empty of any real value unless they work as tools that
provide meaning, which nay require extreme imaginative effort, for "...there is no
culture at all unless it is reconstructed carefully and painstakingly in the living
brains of each new gefieration". (Reddy, 1979) The fact that symbols can be "filled"

with Eeafiing points to the ability of the American m appropriate and ffeate
synbolic systems by investing the trac€s of other culture's symbols, which are so
available, with our own needs lor meaning. The introduction of foreign rites and
symbols to Americaas means they are not necessarily misunderstood, bul are
reinlerpreted. Espousing vanishing tradiiion he doesn't have, the seeker of
initiatior is propelled to find his own keys to erperiencing a meaningful re-
evolution in his life.

American Individualism
If there is an American mythology, the strongest cultural symbols are based

on individualism. The solitary bald eagle, the nuclear family, The Declaration of
Independance, I{anifest Destiny; all these symbols and institutions proclaim
personal liberty.

These symbols slress unconvenlionality, ' doing it on one's ovn", pride,
indepeadance, adventure, personal fortune. The nuclear family as well is based on
a separation of the young individual breaking away from their family and
community, and from an established base of reference, which vould link the
individual to their heritage. The ethic of capitalism certainly cortributes to the
encouragemetrt of the individual to seek and discover ones owa fortune or destiny.

In cultures with a established base of tradition, the youth may face initiation
as an inevitable experience of growing up, with only one way of doing it, a strict,
sober and sacred vay; and this way being iatrinsically connected with familiar
cultural assumptions, beliefs, and everyday language. They are being imroducrd to
the foots, lhe core vorldviev (fundamenlal assumptions of reality), of their
culture. Aflother aspect itritiation is that il is an experience to be elusively sought
out, as in the Native American "Visioa 

Quest" vhere the individual soiourns away
from the comounity to find personal connectioa with flature. It is this aspect of
initiation, being a personal, individual questfor autonomy, that I think applies to
more to my secrnd case study than to the first. Here the individual feels an
approaching urge and forekaowledge of the what initiation may be, and in the
abseoce of a cullurally provided rite of paqsage, he designs and undegoes his own.



Personal Account

Eow it caue to be
I am nov shifting narratives to first person. My second case study is

actually the documentation of my personal accourit of hor/ initiation became an
importanl theme in ny life during the time surrounding my twenty-first birthday.
Io s/riting my senior thesis on initiation riles in America, I have been able to
academically research the themes on initiation as vell as use the applied
knowledge of ritual studies for my own needs. Strange as it may seem, I have
taken this chance to integrate my school life and personal life, in this experement,
vhere I changed my name, got a tatloo, and held a ceremotry on my birthday last
October 2l 1991. As far as his applies to culture. it is not symptomatic as far as I
know of any social lrends, though I make a case that the unique aspecls of
individualism in this case may relate 1o the American values of independance

One reasou I became a student of anthropologywas because it offered an
apflroach to undefstanding ihe dynamics of ritual symbolism, an area of cultural
study vbich fascinates me greatly. I am Bost interesled in hov symbolic aclion
can bring about the transformation of consciousness. So, it is oot surprising that at
a time in my life vhen I am graduating college, and facing the challenges ol the
vorld as an independant individual, that I find ueaning in the rite of initiation as a
means toward which I may facilitate my own growth process.

playiag subiect and obiect
I as the anthropologist play the role of informafit and observer. The reader

may vonder if my observations are subiect to criticsm because they are impartial.
I assert that in being the subiect of such a study, my personal insights and
reflections are valid in themselves, though for the purposes of the thesis they are
valid to the degree I catr articulate the[r empiracly. My persoaal involvement
strergtheils my analysis of the study, because I understand more thaa aflyofle the
contexl, vhich in this case involves not only the rite itself, but the process vhich
ied up 1o it, as well as the aftermath. The challenge is for me to be able to properly
categorize the totality of my initiation experience. The paradoxical role of subiect
aod obiect in this case has been difficult because I have had 1o analyze vhat for me
vas a deeply personal experience.

It has been a struggle to discriminale r/hat to preserye for the purposes of
secrecy and what 10 expose in this documentary. As of late, I have been explaining
&y case in the third person, vhich in oae sense lends for aa obiective perspective,
and on the other hand disassociates me from my own involvement in the rite.
Here, I own my aclions by explaining them in first person because I feet that the
literary 'trick' of writing in third person is deceptive and unecessary. Though I feel
there as treen a shift in my personality, it is difficult for me to subjectively
delermine rihat has changed besides going by a ner/ name and having a tattoo.



Logic of appropriation
Symbolic form may eabdy the cultural meanings of the originar makers(as Geertz nighl say,l, though out of their iniliar context.symbors ur, *uy ,"io, u,other cultures verides, depending on the context of the human "meaning *ur"rr"aiound them. symbols can vork as vessels of meaning vhich can be fille-d anaemptied. In my case I have created-a personal nythoiogy with borrowed symbolsfrom Javanese, Tibetan, Northwest coast and Mesoameritan soufces, thougir I amassuming the meanings they hord in my symbolic system have little beariirg onwhat each 'oeant ia its original context. while the original meanings of the

symbols them$elves are of great interest to me, my primary intereit is in theirmeaning as they relate to eachother in the system oi my o*n design.
while this 'rogic of appropriation'has given me the freedom to interpret

nearly aaything I vant into having bearing on this episode in my riie-ii atso irasquestionable side affecls. Am I disrepecting the cultures from whom I borrowthei' sacfed symbols by reinterpreting then into my own system of neaning? Allthe 'coincidental'happenings 
that surfounded the time of my birth<lay *.i""tur,ioas portentous signs and omens and in reflection, necessafy aspects of my iniliarion.The formation of what I am calling an initiation rite has been entirery anpersonally improvised and innovated; thus it hangs l0gether loosely as a symbolicsystem, for it is less defined than it is interpreted.

Sources of inspiratioo
Information on initiation has come from academic studies of people such asVan Gennep, victor Turner, Il4ircea Eriade and Joseph Henderson. Liierarv

iospration, passages from which vere use<r in itre iituat, trurco*, iioo, irore poetic
authors such as Rauier Maria Ril(e, Hernan Hesse and Rudhyard Kipling. someelements such as the breaking of the stick and the coacluding gestures if th" sroupwere inspired fron images ol my dreams.

It rras the book Iron John by Robert Bly vhich brought to my attention theabsence of itritiation rites in Americaa society. without this definitive social eventhe says the American male struggres vith the ambivilance of not knowini waetrrerhe is a mean or a boy. The problem beiflg that ve are aad remain ignorant or whatit means to be a man in society like ours creates problematic relarionships wilh ourfathers, morhefs r/ives and childern. It did nor siem to me that any gfoup $/asgoing to provide this erperience for me, thus I undertook the responsibiliiy myserfand in doing so held a self-initiation.
These are &atters vhich tai<e time and experience to genuinery evaluat-^however. The rite being ress than six months in the past from the time of thisvriting, I am still discovering the implications of what the experience meatrt to ee.I can honestly say that the changes in my i<rentity were oot immediate, (perhaps

because there is flot a comrnunity vho vould imme<riatery recognize tL iite assignifiying a sltift in social roles).



My case stands as one example of an American individual in lhe attempl to
re-cfeate the experience of initiatiotr fof himself. I do not in any way repfesent
the maiority of Americans who are currently seeking to fullill that quest. Much of
lhe poputatity of men's groups is reflective of the need for American males to
creaie-a brotherhood of men, tryirg to establish a stfoflg ground for evaluating
$/hat manhoocl means to rhem. There are groups of men who are also designing
initation rites, sometimes pedormed in groups of over ooe thousand men. My case
srudy has less to do with such groups, tlrafi does with the investigalion of s/hat one
persons does to create the initiatioo experience for himself, with the use ol more
personal symbols.

emergeot sYmbols
The psychiatrist Joseph Henclerson in his trook Theseholcis of Inftiarion

obsefves how ifiitiatiofl emerges as a thenle in the dream life of his patient$.
Specific personal symbols he says, are keys in the fof m of images $/ith vhich the
pafient may unlock potential ways to facititate mental health. He says Initialion is
in archetype emergent in'human developmenl. This accounls for the nearly
universal-presence of initiation. He takes a cross cullural look at $ythologies whiclr
involve hitiaton themes nand correlales that to the dream symbology of the
patients in order to drav reference to the symtrolism.

This psychology implies that initiation is an inherently human experience
vhich exists r/ithin the uacoascious and emerges al specific needed life event, such
as coming iato manhood. I believe that the theme of initiation coasciously and
unconsciously became a pressing need for me personally to explofe and express by
use of ritual. An observation noted by Eliacle concerning initiation and the Modern
Man supports this basis ol belief; "in the Western vorld, idtiation in tlre traditional
and strict sense of the term. has disappeared long ago. But initiatiory symbols and
scenarios survive on an unconscious level, especially in dreams aad in imaginary
universes" (Eliade, 1969 ). In my case both of these elemetrts were involved and
used to design a'self- initiation'.

The story begins
The mythological themes of "crossing of the thfeshold" has preoccupled me

for years. The theme of initialion, however, became inrportaot for me in the
beSinning of summer 199 l. I vas seeing myself soon to be crossing a 1hreshold"
but not knoving exactly hov or by r/hat meaos I s/as to make this shift happen,
tUrning from boy to mafi. Researching contempofafy men's issues seemed to me
very timely, because I vas asking myself iust what were the roles and
responsibiliries of a man if I vas io a position of turning t$/enty one and.soon to be
graduating from college.

At this 1ime, I vas ia a posilion of vulnerability, having fetufned from school
to home and vas having personal and relationship difficulties. Some of my
problems were footed in the inabiliry to tf us1 my o$1n authority a1rd decisions. I
was in a slump of nry confidence and pover. The Iron John book had me



questioning my relationship vith my father, I was attempting to koov him as
anolher man, though I had the book encouraged me to break away from him as a
depenrlant child. I was looking for a way to come more into mv own power and
aurcnomy as a man.

Yould you be consummed?
I initially became strongly attracted 1o symbols which represented

purification through immolation. Many times I went to the erhibition of Tibetan
thanka paiutings at Gloden Gale Park, among the spectacular collection of Buddhist
painrings, I felt most gravitated towards the ones vhich vere the "protector"

clieties. These vere dark paintings, often depieing horrible visions of monstrous
demons commanding a storm of human pain misery and suffering in some
underworld domain. There were also the images of a more refined diety riho
wielded a svord of discriminating intelligence above his head. Sometimes I vrould
spend hours lookiag a1 these images, feeling strongly attracted to their
commanding presence.

What was the power of these images and what have they to do with
initationT in many traditions the initatite is symbolically devoured and
regurgitaled by a tolem animal of the communiry, this beiog ao act of surrender,
death and rebirlh lry the forces of a sacred power greater than oneself' I was
attracted to these paintiogs because I knew their threatenirg gestures s/ere
actually gestures of purification, of consummalion, and sacrifice of ignqraat self to
the enlightened self. These hoffific visions rr'efe to me beautiful io theif streflgth
and pover, and they seemed 10 be aligned vith a source of visdom within myself
that I r/as alraid of, yet needed to tfust. I wanted to be consummed, and I r/anted
to rid myself of all my ambivilance and doubt that I felt I was unoecessarily
carfyirg.

Council of the elders
Over one veekend during the the summer I had a three interactions vith

people whom I coasidered "The council of the Elders". My way of understanding
the ecoutrters, is to hlerpret them as synchronistic events, and like my aore
important dreams, aad rituals they are framed mythologica.lly.

Initially, I met Shepard Bliss, a coodinator of men's workshops. I lelt he
was the first of the "council" who were 1o atfirn my quesl for initiation. The
second elder vas paralyzed Rabbi, vho I knew from my cbildbood as a singing and
dancing kind of guy, vho vilh his tvin brother rabbi married my father aod step-
mother. This man could not speak but did regognize me, and he iust held my head
and locked me into his gaze. Something about his eyes seemed pierciagly sharp
and clear, and it seemed he was trying to communicate to me a silent vord.

The next day I met a man named Carl Little Crow, aa African Cherokee
mixblood in Golden Gate Park, who had a way of speaking that was hushed and
sublle, poetic yet seemingly profound. He told me he had worked io a psychiatric
hospitat for ten ysars, and upon reflection, I wonder nor/ if he was perhaps a
patient rather than a doclor. He had a terrific stfong presence hovever and, I saw



ouc meeting being a m)rihological encounlec of qnestions and answers. Vhen I
asked him about the meaning of initiatiotr, he said something like "vhen extrinsic
and the intrinsic meet to8ether in fusion with ones DNA. and this vill transmil ihe
words of our aflcestors. By listening to lhese voices ones personal sphere of action
shall radiate from that source of autoromy." I vas filled with awe at these words,
though I doo't necessarily undersland them, I felt they heped me a great deal in
knowing that this encounter vas an importani transmission of knowlege. Having
kept his words in the back of my head going through the motions in creating my
mythology, in regards to the symbolism and meaning of my tattoo his words seem
prophetic. He also advised me to read Rudyard Kipling's "lF"; a poem ofl entering
manhood.

The Fall
This was late summer and I was preparing to leave for school soon, when I

discovered some very emotioaally distressing news I need not explain for the
purposes of personal confidentiality. The day before leaving, I had an extremely
painful accidenl which was physically representative of the emotions I vas feeling.
Earlier in the suamef I had tripped and ripped a tendon in my ankle, and at this
time I fell again and retore the wound. The first time I passed out from the pain I
avoke to faint gimpse of a colorful bird figure. It was a vision that would have
traces in the later developmenl of the key mylhological symbol I chose for my
tattoo. It $/as an unbearable pain and I was incapable of doing anythilg that
involved physically moving arouad. The next day I vas delivered to my new home
in Santa Cruz by my step-father and I was in an entirely new matrix, wounded and
vuinerable, without a secure environment. I saw this symbolically as my Achille's
heel, my most vulnerable place that r/as wourided

The wounded healer in the walts of a lew matrir
The next step is very importaat in understanding the persooal symbology

surrouading my initiation cefemony. With atl the things that I decorate my room;
collections of Indonesian tratiks, shadow puppets and masks, ethnic tapestries,
weavings and embroideries, flags, personal paintings, Tibetan thanka prinls, I
unconsciously arranged them in such a way that I dismvered a continuity withia
the images that co$posed the tale of an epic journey.

This depiction of the epic journey of my Javanese shadow puppet covered
three walls and half the cieling of my nev room. I need not go into indepth details
of what the progression of images signifies to me for that r/ould be too lengthy and
unaecessary r/ithout the images themselves. Someday I would like to compose the
story in verse form" As for now, I can briefly say lhat it involved a series ol
desceflt$ into a streau leading into the mountain of my existential personal vorld.
Departure from this mortal realm precludes a iourney involving a meeting with a
leachef, recieving of a quest, a journey into the firey underwortd, undergoing
shamanic initiation of immolalion, reciving elirers of transfof mation, and eventual
metamorphoses of elephant na{.ure to bird nature{material to etherial).



One large section ol a rriall has these cloth fatrric has these depictions: I ) A
purple lratik sarong represenrs the inirial ascention to angel filled heavens. 2)The
iourney leads through the dense flock of angels to reveal an open crater at the
center of which is an image miles wide (represented by a Mexican weaving with a
bird wilh tvo heads and a spiral belly), built in mounds, an image similar in form
to images found the Nazca desert in Peru. This image to me symbolizes a vanished
prinordial community of the ancestors of the bird realm, vhich could intuitively
communicate among themselves and be not individually possessive with the fruits
of their aclions. It was this image, along with the central design from the lasl
civilization that T/ere superimposed upon each othef to make the design for my
tattoo. It was these symbolic communties into which I initiated myself.

The paintings that surroufld this image depict subsequent epochs of
civilizations that came after this one iAppolinian and 0rphean). The Orphean,
civilization of which I just spoke represents the forces of beauty and
transformation, atrd acls as a trarsitior poinl for the flext vall. The last wall is
entirely covered by a collage centered around a mandala of my ovn design.
Surrounding it are Tibetan Buddhisl paintings and designs r/ith abstract energy
fields and resonating voftexes, generalive cifcuits and povefful ceoters.

In terms of seeing the way these symbols r/ork togelher for me I will
borrow a lerm, teaaage, used by Miram Schapiro to describe the "process of
collecting and creatively assembliag disparate elements into a functional,
integrated, whole piece."(Kay Turner t 982i. What is interesting is that ali
disparate elements were originally funclioning as symbols irvested with much
meaning inside their own cultures, mainly Tilretan, I\ilexican and Indonesian. l'et
they had been in my possession for years as, regarded as asthetic (and somewhat
myslerious) objecrs. Yes they seeemed 10 be imbued vilh some mystical quality
vhich I did not uaderstand, though i did not feel I had any personal connection
with them. It was not until all the obiects had been placed on the wall, witlr my
only compositional attefltion being given to grounding the corners and bringing out
the centers of my room, that I began to realize that I had cfeated a story in images.

It was then up 10 my imagination to uake the connections between images
and elaborate the "epic". I vas able to drar/ upoo my mythological knowledge
from various Greek, Hindu, Tibetan, Dar:lean, NW Coast Indian, legends, lore and
mytholog)t to embellish the fantasy I was in the process of crealing. Certain
images seemed to hold nev meaning for me because they r/ere surrounded by
other meaningful images which gave them strength and support, as if they all
occupied a seat vithin a realm ol the wall.

Committmeat to a key symbol

The most significant image pertaining to this thesis is the one of the Mexican
bird because I thought that this coiloectioo s/i1h the primordial past, the "sacred

historv of the world aud humanity" , {Eliadei, was necessary for a proper initiation.



I knev however lhat my "messages" were oothing more than my projection ol
meaning upon these images. Which i.s why for the purposes of mv initiation I had
to commit myself to that particular image of the Mexican bird by har.ing it tattooed
on my back.

I associate the tatloo r/ith many lacets of deep symbolism:
I )Ihe image is of a Eagle, which to ne means to me Ascension, freedom,

non-attachment, solitude, sovereignty and independence; the spiral belly connoles
snake, which to me means Earth, Nature, the Creative Womb. Thus in the image
heaven and Earth are united. This image is encircled by a mandala ring of eight
unique shapes symbolizing the "Sacred Ground", a designated protected space, that
Eliade has observed common in initiation riles. That all the shapes in the mandala
ring are proportioflally equal though not idenlitical has personal significance;
harmony and transformation.

Z)The painful ordeal of having a tattoo, is arr act of bloodletting, a wound
which is a commoo theme among many initiation rituals. (See Bruno Bettleheim's
Symbolic Vounds)

3)The design acts as a pon/er center upon my body, a threshold or symbolic
orifice vhich acls as a receiviag and transmitlkrg channel of "energy". It is actually
upon a a point on the center of my spine which is calted "The Door of Life"
according to a Taoist system of Chi energy circulation I practice in neditiation. At
the same time it serves me as a shield, a crest or a "coat of arms", which
compliments the image's function as a not only as an open gateway, but one that
car be closed at will.

4) Ttre taltoo is a bold slalement thal I have taken conscious choice over my
aclions, i am held responsible for them and that this decisioo will remain wilh me,
permaoenlly, for the rest of ny life. Xfirh 1his I contemplated th€ facl that m-1,
parents,'who may or tnay not approve of what I did, are still my parents, but I no
longer am their child.

5) The image is on my back, a place on my body I cannot see vith Ery owrr
eyes. I see the tatto only in refleclion; in the mirror or though other peoples eyes.
The birth day

On the day of my tventy-first birthday, I had woken up before the dawn
because I vanted to,see the butterflies awaken at Natural Bridges. I rode down
there on my bicycle and waited until a clustef flev from the branch. Then I took a
dive upon the ocean and dried mysetf off with the cloth bearing the image of the
Mexican bird. I rode to my friends place, where in the back he does tattoos inside
a large domed tent. Fof four hours he insffibed the symbot upofl me. I vas very
dazed after lhe tattoo, and if ever there vas a state of being in the "liminal" period,
a period of undefined transitorifless, it s/as lhen. I saw myself in some ways as an
insubstantial, transparent shadov of a human being. I had to speak softly. I had
no hunger, but for some reason I bought half a dozeo yams; perhaps I needed their
solidity and groundedness.



I wenl to my anthropoiogy class that afternoon. I came back to my house,
for I told my closest friends I vas having a mask making parly thal evening.
After many of my friends had gathered, drinking wine(l had iust legally
purchased,l, and eating food, I waited for the righl moment. I cleared all the
furniture out of one room and galhered the people around each was given a candle
10 hold. i asked that everyone remain silent for one half hour, in order that each
person to focus their attention wholly within themselves. I sat in the center of the
room upon the woven image of the eagle. I invoked and I literally felt the energy
pouring into me from my head. I was in the center of a very charged space, sitting
on lhe original weavifig of the image, bare chesled.

I then requested that each individual give me a vord, a chant or a mantra.
carefuliy chosen, ftat they will consciously project into the center of $y tattoo. The
key word that I gave everyone for silence was "FIG TREE". "Fig Tree" ii the first
line of the 6rh elegy writtea by Ranier Maria Rilke, a poem I memorized for irs
invocative imagery and symbolism which could be understood as appropriate for
rites of passage. In the rising sound of harmonics and rhythms, I slowly rose from
the posture of the curled up fetal position, to embracing the sky with oul$tretched
arms. There r/as an emotioflal energy that s/as raised by the group of vhich
I was at the center

I screamed "FIG TREE|I'ard then proceeded to recite the elegy. The last line
of the poem is this: "For whenever the Hero stofmed through the stations of Love,
each heartheal intended for him ,lifted hin up beyond it- And he stood there,
turning away, at the end of all smiles, TRANSFIGURED" with that last word, over
my knee I broke the siick I had found that mofning (symbolizing the death of my
former identity, an image taken from my dreaqs) and announced to everyones
surptise tllat my name is nov DEMIAN.

After rhis I had everyone hold hands, and I wrapped mysel-f vithin the
center of this chaio of human beings, friends and strangers. I brought the energy
back into a silent state of being, and the rilual was concluded.

Name change; the Book of Demian
Nov I will explian rhe significance attached 10 the fact thar r/ithin the

ceremon\/ I chose to change my name. My full name is Jeremy Demian Marx. My
pafents agreed 10 use the name Jeremy fiot only because they tiked the sound, bul
also because it was $/ithin rhe Judaic tradition from vhich my father descended.
My mother liked the name Demian, having read the novel "Dimian" by Herman
Hesse vhen she vas younger. I have always considered naming my ctrito Demian.
Arid at the time of my initiation I was was wantitrg to chose synaboiic actions that
would serve to traflsform my sense of identity as well as assert the fact that I hav
conscious choice an autonomy over my life and actions.

We were instructed in the pover o[ naming in the Dagura system. Each
name is like a mantra, a $/ord that is charged vith personal etrergy. Each time it is
spoken the power is reinforced. In the Dagura culture name vere divined by an



inqrrirv to rhe soul through the mothec before the birth of a child. He said that a
name rvrlrks on a person. and a wrong fiame can lead one astry fron the path
toward their personal fulfillmeot. And if our names and persotr are incongruous,
that we have the power to choose our owo. "one s'ho change tbeir own name has
great€r authority over himself than another vho has signed him" said Malidoma.
The pos.er to choose ones oame is a statement that the one word with which we
resonate more than any other, the word which is continually being reinforced as a
stimulus/response reac[ion, is no longer something which is attributed, but
something *'hich is chDsen. I have that power and ii was vithin the ritual that I
changed my name.

Now it so happens that the novel Demian by Herman Hesse depicls the
growlh of a young man becoming a vhole human being. In Hesse's mythological
style of writing, the autoboiographical character, Sinclair, meets the mysterious
Demian, who acts as a kind of guardian angel . The interaction between the two is
a series of lessons in which knowledge is transmitted between them. It also
happens that avery important ard central symbol in the book is one of a large
bird. A message given to Sinclair try Demian concerning the bird is this;

"Tlre bird fights its r/ay out of the egg. The egg is the world. He who vould
be born must filst destroy a world. That bird flies to God. That God is Abraxas."

0n cau imagiue how with my logic of symbolic appropriation, that I saw this
being iltricately intervoven with my symbolism of the bird on ny wall. This
message seeued to speak of the death and rebirth process that is central to the
initiation mythologies of many cultures. I regarded the novel as an aspect of my
personal m),thology which replaced the cohesive cultufal mylhology thxt see8s so
alrsent in American cullure. I was able 10 correlate my experiences with episodes
$/ithio the book, my myth on the wall$. Hesse's Litefature (and Rilke's poetryl
vas serving as a framework .s/ithin which I lound and created meaning.

Problems of recognitioa
In my case of the initation, there is no sure place for vhere community plays

a role, as it did within traditional societies. In Van Gennep's pattera of rites of
passage being composed of a period of I lsefraration from the community and past
identity, 2 iliminality, of a state of lransformation of identity, have been marked,
but the issue of 3 )incorporation, returning to society in a new social role, is the
stage in which my case is ambiguous.

The problematic area I have encountered in lhis initiation process is the area
of recognition and reincorporation vithir the community. Not everyone has read
the book De mian. Very fev people have been indoctrinated into the narration of
the epic iourney or the !/alls of my room. People may even label my actions as
somewhat psychotic, hecause I seem to be creating my own reality (though I can
disffiminate bet$/een what is lact and imagination). The problem with my sell
created ceremonies of initation and personal symbols is that while a udverse of
personal meaning is cfealed for myself as an individual, the larger community and
even my family was not so involved wirh the process.



We could also say that because of the dispafit]r that exists between lhe
individual in America and their lack of ties niith their own heritage (or ancestors),
tlrat this is an example of an attempt on an individual to bypass their orrrn familial
heritage, (which happens to be Jewislr/Lutheran, East and West European), in rhe
replacement of a more abstract couception of a universal heritage. I, in a sense
have chosen to align myself with that which represents all the ancestors, not
specifically those ofl my family tree. In vay it is an anempt to reestablish a link
between myself and the past, however I have had to bypass focusing on my own
familial relations in order to do so.

My father $r'as one o[ a fev significant others r/ho s/ere absent from
the ritual. I vonder if that issue of the presence of these people wouid have had
more of a effect of incorporation surrounding the initiatiol proces$. My father
understandibly had trouble and accepting my symbolic actions. In the article titled
self created ceremonies of Passage, virginia hine observes "The restless searching
of our youth lor "grovn up" experiences which satisfy their treed to be "adult" too
often result in feelings bf frustration, lol/ self-esteem, or alienation, especially if
peers and pafeills are as confused as they" For months aftef the rite, he and I had
been working through feelings of alienation and psychological separation. ancl
lately we have found ways in which we can relate as man to mao. part of the
difficulty arouse because he saw tne as trying to create a'personal religeon', which
in a sense I am, but this does not agree with his efforts to find meaning in a more
conservative attitude he is adopting tos/ards Judaism. ![e have been
commuaicatirg lately in new vays, though he still has trouble calling me by"Demian".

I see upon rellection lhat initiati(,o serves a1 once to break a bond betveen
rtre child and parelts. but also serves 10 reestablish new ones. It is a time where I
have recognized myself beiug a product of my own culture. I have had an
awakening of how I am at once vulnerable 1o and empowered by those elements of
culture I use to define myself. I have broken ou of the cpnfines of ,,American
culture" to embrace what seetns to me a more "global culture" though the method
by vhich I did this reflects American cultural traits bv vav of individualism and
cultural appropriation.

The community present at my rite of passage was riot exclusively
maie. As to vhy I chose nox ro adopt this rule of most male initiation practices
whaich are traditionally being segregated bv gender, I can only say that it is
perhaps more of a reflection of my ovn personality that I be surrounded by
friends, atrd that ao one be excluded. Indeed one of the more powerful
corrtributers to the mood of the eveniag was a $/omao, my friend Shannon.

Coascious invention of tradition

Itr terms of tradition, I have invenred it. It is certainly not grounded in one,
nof an attempt to recfeate one. 'To refer to (the past) is a svmbolic rather than a



natural realtionship" (Handter & Linnekin 1984). The symbolic relalionslrips which
I have constructed for myself which are consciousl_v melaphoric. The ancestqrs are
everylrody's. And coming froB a culture that does not practice apotheosis of dead
ancestors one nay wonder vhy I am trying to fullill this need. Perhaps it is an
attempt 10 liod rootedness in a culture which is so oriented toward progress.

I thiok being in a position which has an a$/areoess of so many mythological
and initiation tfaditio$, the boundaries can be blurred betveen them and thev
become ari abstracl grouping of cultural entities. For me they become the global
mythol()gy. In my story a Kwakiutl pictufe of salmon fish urge a Javanese shadow
puppet to venture down a Hmong tribe's embroidered underground stream.

It{y network of symbols has been a selective process of my personal choosing
rather than a given by the hands of 1lre elders. Being aware that initiation
involves experiencing going to the deepst core of ones being in a proces$ of death
and rebrith, for which the symbols are peripheral, I found a key did lie in some
kind of coflstruction of a symbolic netvork. It was a conscious and an unconscious
process. However I begaa to construct the network unconsciously, as a wounded
person tfying lo create a healing space in a new environment. And in my
attempts, I do leel thar there has been a force alongside my investigation that has
guided me through. This force may be my abstract personification of all the
dreams, eocounters, evenls of synchronicily, inspiration and despair that hetp to
cotrlpose this episode of my life. Perhaps it is an archetype, but I will not argue
over the term. It feels though that there is a capacity, a faculty or a voice that is
responsible for direcling these events.

My iniriation, which I feel has been effective for the most part in terms of
calalyzing a shift in personal identity, I irave been self-reflective, in thal i have
designed it consciously. I have been reacting to rhe secular, rational American
vorld in which we live, and embracing the signs and symbols of various cultures
which appear to me to be predominately, inslinctual,/intuitive and spirilual. in my
attempt to understand the symbols around me I have seen them oo a common
ground of "other', though finding an important sigoificance for them in my ,,self".
In this way I have percieved "self" as a crossroads for a global consciousness;
though it is a coritext wholly defined s/ithin the understanding of my personal
world.

Conclusiol

In this document I have tried to show the impoftance of context in initiation
rite and how it defines the effectiveness of the ritual to the individual. symbols
and rites can be imported and borrowed, though as long as they are removed from
having meaningful associations for the individuat, they viil be at most 'luke varm,
tools for personal transrormation. while Americans will continue searching for
effective rires, I believe others like myself will find meaning in personal
mylho.logies. As for vhether culture evolve 10 incorporate those personal



nythologies inro a syslem which can be communicated openry and be understood, Icannor say; though I do believe communication is possibte among those who haveshared concepts
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