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A CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK FOR THE STUDY
OF LIMINALITY AND TRANSITIONS

The LIMEN Research Group

Veronica Frejo, Manuel Aguirre, Elena Bermejo,
Tareixa Garcia de Polavieja, Andrés Guillo Seuthe,
Jennifer Harding, Belén Piqueras, Trevor Westmoreland

To the memory of our colleague
and friend Isabel Soto

1. Preliminaries.

The LIMEN Research Group, which began unofficially in 1994 and became a recognized
research group at the UAM in 2007, has worked on liminality in literature for three decades.
Over the last few years, several lines of research have engaged the group, all converging on
one point, though: the value of using liminality as an analytical and explanatory tool in
textual studies. This conceptual commonality was, however, far from straightforward: our
research areas varied greatly and we differed in our actual use of the concept of liminality.
Does ‘limen” mean more than ‘threshold,” and how is liminality to be defined? The work
carried out by Aguirre, Quance and Sutton (2000), and continued by Soto (2000), Sutton
(2002), Bredendick (2004), Benito and Manzanas (2006), Piqueras (2008) and Sanchez
(2020) among many others had paved the way but was limited by the inevitable
fragmentation that prevailed—and still prevails—in the critical field. Either a common
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understanding of the concept is presupposed by the literary critic, in which case no rigorous
definition is thought necessary; or, when a definition is offered, it is tailored to some rather
specific topic. Dissatisfaction with this state of affairs led us to conclude that, over and above
our respective areas of research, we required a common theoretical framework. A project
emerged out of this need.

The point of building a framework was to account for a number of disparate phenomena
which are currently studied piecemeal, independently of each other, and yet display features
that call for a unitary treatment. These were phenomena of voice, transmediality, setting, plot
construction, etc. Prima facie, the only thing they shared was a crucial yet vague dependence
on something that could be called ‘liminality.” We would have been satisfied with applying
plain deductive, rule-and-case thinking. Unfortunately, no rule was available. And so, part of
our task was to be inductive: we had to construct the rule itself based on a variety of cases
and results.

The cases were clearly there. A study of the dynamics of fantasy fiction led to the
postulation of a ‘rule’: the event that takes place on the threshold in these fictions is no
simple crossover but a veritable negotiation (see below).! Stating this was a useful
generalisation, as it allowed us to bring a large number of instances together. It was, however,
not sufficient: we now had to infer, from the various cases, the conditions under which
mediation took place, and this involved analysis of different kinds of limina, their properties,
the direction from which they were approached, and so on. Nor did things stop there; for, in
the process, we noted that a typical trait of negotiation was a certain oscillation on the part of
characters as they ventured on the threshold: they hesitated, went back and forth, retraced
their steps, and in this doing shaped an unstable threshold zone. The phenomenon had already
been noted by Klapcksik (2012) in fantasy fiction, and it did not surprise us to detect
equivalent phenomena in Gothic and adventure novels; but it was a revelation to learn that
some form of what could only be called ‘oscillation’ was prominent in areas of textual
composition as seemingly remote as those of the poetic voice in Afro-American rap or the

structure of labyrinths.?

1 Bermejo and Aguirre, ‘Towards A Liminalist Definition of Fantasy,” in preparation.

2 See, respectively, Andrés Guilld, Between Literature and Folklore: A Comprehensive Study of African
American Rap’s Liminal Nature (PhD thesis in preparation); and Manuel Aguirre & Tareixa Garcia de
Polavieja, ‘Labyrinths,” paper read before the Transitions Seminar on 13 May 2022.
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These and many other cases were perfectly amenable to liminalist analysis, and, in all
instances, forms of these three concepts: threshold, negotiation, and oscillation could be
found at work. Were we deluded by superficial resemblances, or was it possible that these
three concepts shaped a system which had to be studied as such in a number of literary fields?
This raised a further question: what notion of liminality were we handling, and was it a
homogeneous one? If it was, it yet presented different facets in different areas of research. It
soon transpired that, unless we resigned ourselves to having several different, somewhat
incompatible or inconsistent views of liminality, we were bound to consider them within one
single framework. But no such framework was available in the existing critical literature.

Other notions came within our purview: the instability of boundaries, the evolution of
literary systems, adaptation strategies, change; if, as it appeared, these were all manifestations
of liminality, it followed that the limen was intrinsically linked to a dynamic. We took up the
concept of transition as one that summed up our observations in this regard. In fact, it became
clear through comparative work that the spatial threshold and the temporal transition were
inseparable. Together they shaped an example of a Bakhtinian chronotope, though its nature
varied from genre to genre and from medium to medium.

We needed something that had not yet been attempted, either by the LIMEN Group or,
more generally, by the critical establishment: a model and a theoretical infrastructure for the
study of threshold dynamics. Together, these two items would furnish a conceptual toolkit
and, more importantly, a common framework from within which we could approach our
respective research areas.® In the present project, then, the LIMEN Research Group sets off

towards uncharted grounds, towards establishing a new, unified understanding of liminality.

2. The project.
The Transitions Project is part of a larger initiative aimed at placing the concept of liminality
on the map of literature studies. Much of it is a response to current misunderstandings
regarding the liminal. In keeping with our goal to study liminalist dynamics, we chose to
analyse transitions (rather than, say, hybridity, heteroglossia, dissidence or translation)

because it seemed imperative to pre-empt ‘locative’ readings of liminality and ‘static’

3 A sketch of a model is now available in Aguirre, ‘An Atelic Model for the Textual Limen,” to appear in
Textual Practice.
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understandings of thresholds. The project views the limen dynamically, as inextricably linked
to process. Liminality and transition presuppose each other. These assumptions will be
developed below, and refined in the course of the project. In that it deals primarily not with
sites (loci) but with transitions on a threshold (limen), the project shifts analytical focus from
a topocentric to a liminocentric approach to the textual.

Transitions are both a central phenomenon in texts and an integral dimension of texts (for
the distinction see Achilles and Bergmann 2015); this is another way of saying that they
occur on both the textual and the contextual levels. To understand them we need to
understand their forms. A key to their morphology is found in the concept of liminality, but
textual criticism has not yet provided an adequate theory for its study. Literary critics may
employ some (usually anthropological) notion of liminality in order to examine a restricted
corner of the literary field (Duffy 2011); use the limen as a trope for, say, border studies
(Robinson 2007) or postcolonial theory (Mignolo 2000); explore liminality in fantasy
(Klapcsik 2012) or in trauma narratives (Ganteau and Onega 2014); look at transitions in
modernist American literature (Levin 1999), or in contemporary American poetry (Dietrich
2007); investigate sleep as a liminal phenomenon in literature (Schwenger 2012), and so
forth; or else define literature as liminal and move on from there to construct a philosophy
(Spariosu 1997). There is nothing wrong with these approaches, but they are not what we do.

The study of limina fails of its purpose if it creates watertight compartments, trapping and
binding the threshold into inhabiting a place or a time. Ours is a transversal project; we do not
work on a corpus but on a concept that surfaces through the entire textual field. We select our
evidence not only from texts and genres but equally from the interfaces between texts,
between ‘canon’ and ‘margin,” between ancient and modern, between printed and digital,
between the literary and the folkloric. Only this guarantees the comprehensive (rather than
local or ad hoc) validity of our approach.

For reasons that are specified below, we believe there is even now a need to prove that
liminality is a viable critical concept, and to argue how it is best understood and employed.
Hence the double-pronged focus of the project: it moves back and forth between deductive
approaches—the application of theoretical positions to practical instances—and the
inductive—from analysis of the specific instance to the broader type of theoretical statement.

As illustrated by the handful of references provided above, there is nowadays no
agreement on a comprehensive theory of liminality for text studies. As part of our initial task,
the present article seeks to furnish a coherent conceptual language that will allow us to
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contrast and unify approaches. We do not aim to state that ‘everything is liminal,” but rather
wish to hone the concept of liminality as a tool for the analysis of textual transitions.
Accordingly, we do not seek to cover all possible processes; the great historical changes, for
example, lie beyond the scope of the present initiative; because they cannot be tackled before
a suitable panoply of tools has been set firmly in place, they are left for subsequent
undertakings.

There are no a priori criteria for including or not including specific phenomena within the
rubric of limina; this is because the liminal is not a category but a function, and we enquire
not about the particular kinds of objects that may count as thresholds, but about the liminal

function that any object can perform.

3. The Terms.

The transversal approach to threshold dynamics that we propose may appear, at first glance,
to suffer from the same lack of specificity which the application of liminality has been
associated with historically. However, in these pages we intend to elaborate a suitable frame
of reference fit for such study; a framework which will then serve as a point of departure for
more efficient, more circumscribed navigations of the limen, both within the given fields of
central interest to our group and, beyond these, within other fields and disciplines. In order to
meet this goal and set the stage for further research, we must first establish core concepts,
starting with the ever-elusive definition of the limen and liminality at large.

Flux, process and change are usefully visualized as forms of transition taking place across
thresholds or limina. Like meridians and parallels, the LIMEN is an abstract concept that
brings out an often immaterial and/or invisible ‘zone’ lying in-between loci in space and/or
in-between periods of time. A limen is, spatially, not a site but a coordinate line that
identifies, separates and joins two or more spaces; temporally, it is the crucial stage in a
process of change (although a stage may last centuries and become naturalized for a culture).
A limen is a potential rather than an actual site (‘a place that is not a place, and a time that is
not a time,” in Alwyn Rees and Victor Turner’s formulation; see Turner 1974: 239). Limina
do not behave as ordinary sites do, but are characterized by instability and tension, and

display properties of a paradoxical or contradictory nature.
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LIMINALITY is the quality of loci (threshold, border, frontier, edge, surface, interface,
interstice) that exist betwixt-and-between standard loci; likewise, of moments (pause,
interval, interim, hiatus) in-between standard time periods. Liminality is also the condition of
that which fleetingly or protractedly occurs on or occupies a threshold, of such things as are
no longer here but not quite there yet. These ‘objects’ are prone to exhibit un-determination
and therefore to oscillate, waver, exist as potential rather than as fact, or exist in inconsistent
but simultaneous ways: see, for example, Schrodinger’s cat, or the impossible hero (dead in
chapter three, alive in chapter four) of Borges’ impossible novel The Garden of Forking
Paths (Borges 1944).

Liminality is relational; it is a functional rather than a categorial concept, as it depends on
a variety of factors: point of view, moment, setting, context, position, directionality and
timescale, among others. An object, site, event or situation will be liminal for a given
observer, from a certain perspective, relative to a particular frame of reference, at a specific
point in time, for a given timescale. Spariosu (1997) holds that all literature is liminal; this
may be ‘true’ when one wants to discuss the liminality of literature vis-a-vis other cultural
phenomena, but need not be ‘true’ when one is trying to ascertain the liminality of, say, a
particular text against a background of other texts which, for the duration, must be viewed as
non-liminal.

We tend to visualize thresholds as spatial lines, but a threshold can also be conceptualized
as ‘a point in a condition or process that once passed triggers some kind of change,” thus
involving at most a figurative spatiality (see Complexity Theory, ‘Thresholds and Tipping
Points’). Then again, thresholds can be viewed as literal or figurative ‘zones’ or ‘periods’ of
greater or lesser width and/or duration.

The establishment of such definitions brings forth a challenge. How can we chart that
which, we have concluded, is dynamic in nature, a function? In order to encompass the
seemingly infinite reach of the limen through time, place, medium or context, we require the
concept of system.

A SYSTEM is an organized whole of interconnected, interdependent elements. It is a
complex entity whose behaviour cannot be explained solely in terms of its individual
components (‘the whole is greater than the sum of its parts’). Its constituent parts are sub-
systems, and it is in turn part of some overarching system. Because it interacts with itself and
with other systems, it exists in a relatively stable state of change (biologists speak of
‘modification in persisting systems’; see Stevick 1963). The first proponent of a systems
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theory for literature was Russian formalist Yuri Tynianov in his 1922 essay ‘The Ode as an
Oratorical Genre.” The latest version of this theory (Polysystems Theory) was devised by the
Tel-Aviv school (see Even-Zohar 1970), who later on expanded its focus to a broader socio-
cultural study (Even-Zohar 2010).

A system is a historical construct that evolves in time; changes are triggered from within,
by the interaction of its components, or from without, by interaction with other systems.
Change may be gradual, or it may take the form of a discontinuity or abrupt shift whereby
one particular pattern more or less suddenly passes into another pattern. But these processes
are not linear in nature. Instead, such complex networks with manifold interconnected
elements undergo (or generate) an equally intricate, rhizomatic evolution. Though subject to
alteration, systems are relatively stable; however, their apparent stability does not equate
stasis but is the result of their resistance to perturbations. Stability, endurance and
equilibrium are not default states of things but the outcome of delicate ongoing interacting
processes. This, their processual nature—their dynamical equilibrium—is one fundamental
property of systems.

A system is governed by a DOMINANT trait (or complex of traits) which organizes it and
determines its specific identity; for each aspect of the system, an ‘aspectual dominant’ will be
found; all other traits are subservient to this dominant one. Major changes in the system can
be understood as displacements of dominance from one trait to another—Dominant shifts
(Jakobson, 1936). Systems move from one equilibrium state to another.

When a system reaches the ‘tipping point’ at which change occurs, Complexity Theory
speaks of its having reached a threshold; in the literary system, this is where the Dominant
shift takes place. This may be a moment, or it may take centuries, since change is relative to
timescales. The transition from a Realist to a Modernist aesthetics was accomplished within
the span of perhaps two generations; on the other hand, the process that ‘transformed’ epic
into novel took some six centuries with slow dominant shifts on the levels of diction (from
verse to prose), plot structure (from interlaced plotlines to a unified but complex plot),
characterisation (from exemplary types to psychologically nuanced individuals), and so forth.
After a dominant shift, the system falls back onto a ‘steady state’ of (always relative)
equilibrium (Jakobson 1936; Van Geert & Paul 2020).

Thus, we can state that TEXTS are systems. And text is anything that human beings can
view and interpret (Lotman 1977). Text is literature, but also oral folklore, cinema and TV,
videogames, song, comics, painting, digital art, and so on. A cloud formation becomes a
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‘text” for the weather connoisseur, say a harbinger of storm; it becomes—perhaps—a
different text for Hamlet and Polonius, say, ‘almost in shape of a camel’ (I11.2.367-68); but
we all interpret, making a text out of a conjunction of elements. So did the ancients make
meaningful constellations (textual systems) out of random agglomerations of stars in the sky.

The TEXTUAL FIELD is, in the same manner, the system shaped by the aggregate of all
texts both existent and potential, their genres, their media, and their processes of production.
It can be considered the equivalent of Lotman’s semiosphere. This textual field is not to be
confused with the champ littéraire which, according to Bourdieu (1992), emerges in France
during the second half of the nineteenth century. Rather, it is necessary to investigate a
textual field which does not ‘begin’ at some given historical moment in some given language
or country but encompasses all literary (as well as graphic, filmic, oral and digital) production
of any age in any language.

The commonsense assumption is that the textual field consists of texts, genres, and media.
Actually, these items configure only one of (at least) three constituents, the other two being
the thresholds that separate and connect these (paratextuality, multiformity, metafiction,
intertextuality, dialogism, all outline threshold zones in or around texts), and a dynamics
(writing, reading, editing, publication, translation, criticism, teaching, advertising, circulation,
rewriting, adaptation, performance, censorship); these can all be seen as forces acting upon
various elements within the field, as upon the field itself. Because of them, the field is fluid
and exists in permanent (though often invisible) drift. This drift in turn impresses on its
component parts a quality of the transitional. Texts and the textual field are essentially
dynamic and temporal, i.e., historical; in this sense, they are liminal objects.

‘DYNAMICS’ designates the way a system negotiates between states of equilibrium.
Systems do not ‘advance,’ they are simply ‘in motion’ (see OSCILLATION below); ‘flow,’
‘flux,” ‘motion’ are more suitable terms than ‘progress,” ‘advance’ or ‘forward movement.’
Transitions ‘play out over different timescales’ depending on a variety of factors; a system
‘may exist almost continuously in a transient state if there is frequent disturbance’
(‘Complexity Theory’). In principle, cultural systems obtain in such a continuously transient
state, a dynamical equilibrium. So does a book insofar as it is always subject to revisions,
new editions, translation or interpretation.

Alongside the external factors impinging upon a given system and altering it, we must
reckon with internal factors. A system orbits an established Dominant, but its very dynamics
generates a state of fluctuation which results in ‘eddies,” minor alternative states in the
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periphery; this means that secondary features exert their own controlling force on local areas
of the system, and eventually may challenge the central Dominant. This degree of back-and-
forth oscillation in the system is sometimes known as bistability, and is what predisposes the
system to evolve.

OSCILLATION is one manifestation of the dynamics of the system. By oscillation we
mean something exceedingly simple: a system wavers between states. The folktale The Tale
of the Kind and the Unkind Girls displays hundreds of recorded versions in Warren E.
Roberts’ (1958) estimation, and there is no ‘original’ or ‘final’ version of the type, so its
definition hinges on the oscillation between versions.* Ultimately, a folktale displays two
distinct planes of existence; on the one hand, there is the most abstract form of itself, the tale
type, containing a minimum set of plot elements that must be included in any variant of this
type for it to be perceived as a version of it (Georges & Jones 1995). On the other hand, there
are its versions, contingent on the specific context in which they are performed (e.g., in one
version the heroine may receive help from a personification of winter—e.g., Jack Frost,
Morozko—, in others from Mother Holle, three old women, dwarfs, etc.). The relationship
between type and performed text is one of fluctuation between a collective and (more or less)
stable tradition, and the changing circumstances in which the individual version is produced.
It is therefore an oscillation between the apparent state of stability of its Dominant (the type)
and the constant flux of its ‘eddies’ (versions). The stability of the type itself is furthermore
compromised by the fluctuating nature of its changing versions (and equally so by its shifting
performative context), since cumulative modifications in the basic elements of the given type
may result in major changes after a prolonged process of adaptation. In other words, on
different levels of abstraction, from version through type, the system oscillates and eventually
evolves, if at varying speeds.

A similar, oscillating dynamic surfaces within the very different genre of rap performance,
which has deep folk roots. Like the folktale or folksong, a rap song can exist on multiple
planes. If an artist seeks to partake in the music industry revolving around the genre, they will
almost certainly be compelled to produce recorded versions of their musical texts. In the
fixity which the recorded format imposes upon such texts, these songs resemble the apparent

stability offered by the written text (see INSTABILITY below). However, rappers should also

4 In the Aarne-Thompson-Uther index (2004), this is type ATU480. Roberts subdivides type successively into
subtypes, forms, groups, and versions (see Roberts 1958: 10-11). Versions are our actual performed texts; the
rest are classes of texts.
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be prepared to perform their texts orally in front of live audiences, where the performative
context constantly shifts. The rap song often displays variations in the recorded texts,
resulting in the emergence of different versions as the artist adapts to the live context with the
aim of achieving rapper/listener identification. In this case, the oscillating dynamic offers a
back-and-forth movement: from the apparent stability of the recorded medium to the
instability of live performance and back again.

A different but related kind of oscillation occurs in metafictional texts where readers are
required to shuttle repeatedly between different levels of narration. In Paul Auster’s The New
York Trilogy, the combination of narrative conventions from both the detective novel and
metafiction continuously shifts the focus of the story from the mystery to the creation of the
fictional work and, at least apparently, denies readers a satisfactory outcome for any of the
two storylines. The detective cases are left unresolved, the characters seem to get nowhere as
they disappear from the scene, and the narratives’ compositional processes are filled with
indeterminacies and a multiplicity of authorial figures, generating a seeming impasse. Along
the way, readers are also involved in a constant process of negotiation for an understanding of
the narrative. Furthermore, through the use of intertextuality, opposing viewpoints related to
the veracity of the text and the potential of language to represent reality are interpolated.®> An
extreme token of destabilization occurs in such texts as John Barth’s Chimera, where the
genie from the twentieth century, a figurative representation of Barth himself, appears before
a Scheherazade who has run out of stories, and tells her the tales from the Thousand and One
Nights so that she can start telling them to the king. The intrusion of the real world to which
the author belongs into the characters’ realm reminds readers of the fictionality of the text,
challenging their suspension of disbelief and disrupting mimetic conventions. Such a
metaleptic intrusion destabilizes the ontological boundary separating fiction and reality, and
forces the reader to shuttle repeatedly from the one to the other, or to stand uneasily (but also
exhilaratingly) between them.

The wavering that characterises liminal texts equally affects sites. The spatiotemporal
environment in which characters move (see CHRONOTOPE below) may wobble and acquire
a liminal status thereby. A clear example can be found in the Old English epic poem Beowulf.
The mead hall of Heorot begins as a settled, light-filled space representing security and

civilisation. However, the repeated intrusions of the monster Grendel confer upon Heorot a

5 Tareixa Garcia de Polavieja, De-constructing the Labyrinth: An Analysis of Narrative Structure(s) in Paul
Auster’s The New York Trilogy (PhD thesis in preparation).
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haunted status, robbing it of security and casting a pall over the structure so that it becomes as
unstable and dangerous as the march from which Grendel hails (Fulk 2010); once Beowulf
arrives on the scene, the mead hall turns into a site of trials and tests for the hero. In other
words, Grendel brings his liminal status with him and can ‘contaminate’ the spaces he
enters.® Thresholds, therefore, may ebb and flow over established spaces; they are turbulent
sites, places of change which are ever changing themselves.

As a consequence of this persistent dynamism, the textual field is never still; literary
movements continually arise, genres emerge, evolve, and are replaced, as do the very
conventions that shape them; criticism and teaching keep altering our understanding of texts;
horizons of expectation expand, contract, and shift. These are some of the forces that keep the
field in constant flux.

Immersed in this state of fluctuation (which can be viewed as either relative stability or
PERMANENT LIMINALITY; see below), the system endures not because it is still, but
because, as we said earlier, it manages to balance out contending forces. A degree of
INSTABILITY is always present, but it becomes visible when the system’s equilibrium is
disrupted. Texts, genres, media and the field itself are, like all other systems, mercurial: they
change and oscillate in meaning, form, or both. All textual categories, such as character, plot,
genre, language, motif or narrative structure, are unstable. Even the single text, which mostly
appears to us as a rock-solid object, is potentially ever undergoing modification, either
through processes of edition and re-writing, or simply because it can mean different things to
different readers (Fish 1980). Like the textual field, all texts exist in a state of transition
(which does not mean that, for many purposes, they cannot be considered stable).

Earlier we hypothesized that fantasy texts engage in a NEGOTIATION of the threshold to
the impossible. Characters before this threshold face any number of possibilities, from
enthusiastic acceptance (Alice follows the White Rabbit without hesitation) to downright
refusal (in Stephen Donaldson’s Lord Foul’s Bane, Thomas Covenant consistently refuses to
believe that the fantasy world he has been transported to is real). All shades of engagement
in-between are, too, indications of negotiation; faced with the Other, fantasy characters may
choose to advance (‘I can always get back if anything goes wrong,” thinks Lucy while
entering the wardrobe), hesitate (Frodo states straightaway that he is ‘not made for perilous

quests,” and finds himself ‘reluctant to start [on his journey]’), submit (‘I do not wish to

& Jennifer Harding, The Thresholds of Beowulf (PhD thesis in preparation)
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volunteer [for a quest],” declares the wizard Rincewind of the Discworld series, ‘But, after
all, when did that ever have anything to do with anything?”), plunge forwards (Bilbo dives
into adventure in such a rush that he goes ‘without a hat, walking-stick or any money, or
anything that he usually took when he went out’); cowering, taking a detour, suspending their
disbelief totally or partially, are further options. Success is not guaranteed either.

For another thing, characters in (and readers of) fantasy fiction crucially depend on
information to be able to pursue a path through the realms of the impossible: Frodo cannot
begin his journey until the significance of the Ring is explained to him. Similarly, the reader
cannot fully understand or participate in the fiction until the inner workings of the world have
been clarified to them: at the beginning of Tolkien’s The Hobbit, the opening sentence (‘In a
hole in the ground, there lived a hobbit’) raises immediate questions (what type of creature or
animal is a hobbit? Why does it dig holes in the ground, and not in a tree or a mountain?). A
description of what exactly a hobbit is must be given before the reader can fully understand
the world that is presented to them.’

Fantasy is particularly explicit as regards the need for some form of transaction between
reader and text, but the notion can be extended to other forms of fiction. We find that, no
matter what type of transition is at work in or between texts, it must be tied to some form of
negotiation. David Lodge (1992) has shown how, confronted with the opening sentence ‘Mrs
Dalloway said she would buy the flowers herself,” the reader of Virginia Woolf’s novel has to
navigate the shoals of free indirect style, where much information is not given but
presupposed: who was Mrs Dalloway? Why would she say such a thing, and to whom? Was
she not expected to buy the flowers herself? And so on. Cervantes’ opening for Don Quixote,
‘Somewhere in La Mancha, in a place whose name I do not wish to remember, ...” invites
readers to ask themselves, Why do we not get the name of the place? Why should the narrator
choose to forget? At yet more elementary, more familiar levels, readers must come to terms
with the text whenever different storyworlds overlap or clash, as in Kurt Vonnegut’s
Slaughterhouse-Five, where Billy Pilgrim becomes ‘unstuck’ in time and shuttles between
different moments and places—1960s New York State, the 1945 bombing of Dresden, the

planet Tralfamadore light-years away. Some form of tension always occurs when readers are

" The term ‘negotiation’ is sometimes used in studies of fantasy fiction (e.g., in Mendlesohn 2008), but not
explicitly recognised as central to the genre.
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required to muddle through narrative territories that have become unmoored. Ultimately, just
because fiction defamiliarizes our reality, we have to dicker our way through it.

Videogames, being a highly interactive medium, are ripe with such transactional instances.
For example, in Red Dead Redemption 2 (2018), an open-world western, the player who
controls Arthur Morgan, its protagonist, must lead him through innumerable threshold
negotiations. So, player agency determines most aspects of the experience. From how and
when the world gets explored, or which decisions Arthur takes in narrative-heavy sequences,
to more trivial resolutions like choosing to tame or buy one of many horse breeds, go to the
barber, change clothes, go hunting, and so on, down to minutiae. In this manner, the player’s
sum of threshold transactions generates a unique liminal narrative; one of an almost infinite
number of variations, a phenomenon not unlike what happens in folktales (see
OSCILLATION). Even if a videogame does not belong to the open-world genre (e.g., the
earliest Super Mario entries, which consist of left to right navigation of what is, essentially, a
long, obstacle-laden corridor), transactions still abound, as every button pressed constitutes
an attempt to resolve the muddle presented on the screen at any given time. This transactional
fertility is, of course, highly expanded if we consider the player-character as a liminal entity.
Every threshold the player faces exists as well for the character; two (or more) narratives are
unfurled simultaneously. And, aside from facing these limina, characters, players and readers
are subjected to the pressure of multiple energies acting in different—sometimes
conflicting—directions which equally condition their undertaking (see FORCES below).

What goes for videogames often holds for digital fiction, with its emphasis on the
thresholds between text and image. Hypertextual and multimodal fiction (such as Michael
Joyce’s Afternoon, or Shelley Jackson’s Patchwork Girl) often combines textual, visual and
voice-over elements that defy linear assumptions and force the reader to negotiate and
integrate different media in the generation of meaning. The thresholds between author and
reader are another case in point here; many interactive electronic works make it necessary to
talk about ‘collaborative authorship’: fanfiction sites like Archive of Our Own (AO3), or
digital platforms like Twine or Wattpad, create spaces where readers become co-creators.
‘Negotiation” seems the most appropriate term for the complex set of reactions taking place
when readers, viewers or players confront narrative.

Taking the above considerations into account, a TRANSITION can then be described as a
temporal, spatial or conceptual negotiation of physical or figurative thresholds. In one sense,
a transition is a process of change from a relatively stable state of a system to another, or
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rather, a process of change between a relatively stable state of the system and another;
‘between’ abstracts from goal in a way which ‘from...to...” cannot. The transition may or not
reach closure, but it will always consist in a negotiation of the limen, in the course of which
certain changes may take place. More generally, transition is the condition itself of a system,
its dynamics, ‘masked’ though it may be by a state of relatively stable equilibrium (see
above). We wrote earlier that liminality and transition presuppose each other: a transition
takes place across (or else generates) a liminal zone; conversely, for limina to make sense,
they must have the capacity to host (or to instigate) some manner of transition.

As stated above, a transition does not necessarily tend to an end, a plot does not inevitably
reach closure. The adjective ‘telic’ designates a process geared towards some goal, such that
the end explains and/or justifies the beginning and the middle (= the plot in narrative). This is
the kind of view that our project avoids. If the system is ever in motion, it does not reach an
‘end,” and an ATELIC approach becomes a necessity.

Like ‘system,’ ‘transition’ is a decidedly abstract term. Its advantage for us lies in that it
occurs in all disciplines, where it designates a concept vital to our understanding of the
physical, biological, cultural reality. Like ‘system,’ it is a word that can be applied to all
fields of study. Unlike ‘system,” it has found no consensus definition. Ours is somewhat
provisional, and is meant to be tested on a wide range of topics in order to ensure that it is
viable. This testing is being conducted mostly on literary and cultural areas, but we suspect
that its applicability will be in excess of these.

‘PERMANENT LIMINALITY’ is a term sometimes used in anthropology and the social
sciences to designate an unexpected, unwelcome or deficient deviation from the standard rite-
of-passage model (Thomassen 2009); it is interpreted as a ‘freezing’ of the passage leading to
no outcome (Szakolczai 2000); it tends to be assigned a negative value, as if the ‘standard’
passage had been deflected from its ‘proper’ course (examples often cited are those of monks
in a monastery, or the Christian notion of life as a pilgrimage). This seems to us a biased
outlook. Permanent liminality is a condition that may be either imprisoning or liberating; then
again, it may become naturalized to the point where it is not experienced as liminal (insofar
as it is always becoming, the universe exists in a condition of permanent liminality, though
for our practical purposes we neither see it nor care).

Quite in opposition to permanent liminality, a CRITICAL TRANSITION is a concept
used in Complexity Theory to designate a special kind of passage. Many transitions can be
described as smooth or seamless; others may be somewhat jerky or sudden. Yet others occur
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in a way that strikes us as ‘critical.” A CRISIS is a sterling example of the uncertainty that
prevails on the limen. Outcomes are not assured, all we have is possibilities and risks—the
promise and danger inherent in every transitional condition; hence, a crisis is an essentially
dynamic phenomenon. It elicits a sense of urgency which often becomes a need to make
decisions so as to channel the impending shift.® If choices are not made, it is feared that the
crisis will take a damaging, perhaps destructive turn. A crisis is thus a moment of extreme
instability provoked by the necessity to make some sort of decision, to go forward in one of
several directions, when whatever ordering structures of thought or worldview previously
provided stability are put to the question, undermined, however temporarily, as new elements
clash with the established. A crisis occurs when a perturbation begins to be in excess of the
system’s resilience and its relatively stable state of equilibrium is radically disrupted (see
INSTABILITY above).

At several points we have mentioned some of the FORCES that bear upon both characters
and readers (players, viewers, etc.), and that condition the routes which these will follow.
They include authorial decisions, context, the structure, lay-out and topography of the liminal
milieu itself, textual conventions and narrative voice. The readers’ horizons of expectations
count among such forces; so does a character’s point of view. The liminal zone we enter as
readers is subject to all manner of such influences and constraints; as a result, it reveals itself
to be an intensely dynamic territory (see DYNAMICS above).

This territory can be further described as a CHRONOTOPE. Bakhtin (1937-38) coined
this term to signify a spatiotemporal domain, a configuration where space and time are
indivisible and which constitutes the core of a genre. Among various other types, and
building on Dostoevsky’s recurrent use of hallways, corridors, staircases and public squares,
Bakhtin proposed a ‘chronotope of the threshold’ where crises take place. We believe that
this concept is useful provided we make clear that the threshold chronotope can co-occur with
others (such as ‘the chronotope of the road,” or ‘the chronotope of the Gothic castle’) and can
appear in a multiplicity of genres. We define the chronotope of the threshold as one where

transition is the dominant event, whether or not it constitutes a crisis.® And we will need to

8 As Koselleck and Richter point out when discussing this word’s etymology, ‘For the Greeks the term “crisis”
had relatively clearly demarcated meanings in the spheres of law, medicine, and theology. The concept imposed
choices between stark alternatives—right or wrong, salvation or damnation, life or death’ (2006, 358).

% Our definition is somewhat at odds with Bakhtin’s, and broader; he associated the ‘chronotope of the
threshold’ only with crisis moments, but unfortunately devoted less than a dozen lines (p. 248) to properly
outlining such a promising concept.
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build upon Bakhtin’s initial suggestion to explore the ways in which space and time are

distinctly configured in such a chronotope.

4. Conclusion

All in all, this article has proposed the following key notions. First, the limen or threshold is
the boundary line, zone, or period in a system in dynamical equilibrium. Liminality is the
condition of that which obtains betwixt-and-between standard (equilibrium) states, sites or
moments. The limen is relational, dependent on directionality, timescale, position, viewpoint
and other factors. It is the zone of interaction, where transitions and change occur in the
system.

Secondly, the textual field is a system in dynamical equilibrium; it comprises texts, the
thresholds that operate in and among them, and the forces that shape its dynamics. The field
is fluid, exists in a permanent transient condition (as do the texts that compose it), in a state of
oscillation or multi-stability.

Thirdly, the forces that act within a text, viewed as a liminal construct, are, first of all, the
chronotopes that shape it, its structure, topography, context, voices. Such forces also include
conventions, shifting horizons of expectation, evolution, criticism, teaching. The plot
constitutes a liminal construct that exists in ceaseless transition (relative stability, permanent
liminality). Since we cannot examine it from the perspective of ends reached or goals
achieved, a proper account of what transpires in this liminal stage should be atelic; in the
threshold zone that is the plot, negotiation is the key for those engaging with the text, both
characters and readers, viewers, players, performers, etc. Much the same should go for the
textual field, since, though ever in motion, it is not ‘going anywhere.’

With this framework we hope to have painted a coherent picture of a complex and
paradoxical area of research, and to have provided an effective, if preliminary, apparatus for
the study of liminality and transitional dynamics. The Transitions Project will now delve into
the textual field seeking to apply these notions to a variety of instances, ever mindful that part

of our task must be a revision and honing of the framework itself.
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