PLAY, LIMINALITY AND LITERARY DISCOURSE

Mihai L. Spariosu
Liniversity of Georgin

In the past three decades. contemporary theory has attempted o rethink, among many
other issues, the relationship hetween margin and center in Weslern culture. One has by now

become Familiar with Michel Foucault's reflections on Georges Bataille’s notion of

transgression, with Jacques Demida’s theses on the margins of (rational) diseourse, or with
Arvon Gurwitsch's “marginal consciousness™. It is widely accepted that the center and the
margin express a power relation, that they are mutually interdependent, locked in an
unstable, easily reversible dialectic. The interplay between philosophical and literary
discourse in Western culture is one of the prime examples of how margin can convert into
center and vice versa!. Mikhail Bakhtin, in his essays on the dialogic imugination in
Rabelais, Dostoevski, and the Western novel in general, has traced the agonistic relation
between literature and politics, showing how novelistic discourse 1s among the subvervise,
carnivalesque, centrilugal Torces thal vesist the centripetal, canonical pull in Western eulture,
Within the leld of poetry, Iarold Bloom has traced the agon between influential literary
figures and schools in terms of an implicitly reversible, Nietzschean dialectic of weak und
strong. Cuwrrent North American cultural studies on gender and race attempt cither to
redefine the position of various marginal groups in relation to 1 cultural center or (o do away
with this center altogether,

L= For  detuiled historical examination of the origing of the “guarrel” between poctey and philosophy in
Western cullure, see Mihai 1 Spuriosu, God of Many Names: Play, Poetey, aid Power in Hellenic Thaght
Jreni Homier to Avistorfe (Dutham, N.C., [991), especially pp. [41-235; for some of the moderm consequences
ol this agon, see Mihii I Spaviosu, Dionvsus Reborn: Play and thie Aesthetic Dimension in Madern
Phifosopliical and Scietlfic Riscourse (Ihacy, NLY,, 1989), especially pp. 161-163.
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MIHAL I SPARIOSU

All of the theoretical strands mentioned above. as well as many others, start front the
premise of the essential complicity bertween center and margin, assuming the agonistic
nature of this correlation. In the present essay, I shall atempt 1o show how literature as a
marginal culral phenomenon can also detach itsell from the center, transcending its
immediate, agonistic contesl and pointing (o values that are outside o Western tradition
governed by a mentality of power. In other words, 1 shall attempt o redeline liwrary
discourse not as marginal, but as liminal, that s, as a threshold or passageway, allowing
aecess 1o alternative worlds that may subsequently become actualized through communal
choice. The liminal chavacter of Titerary discourse derives [rom its ludic nature, for play is
the liminal space par excellence, as thinkers point out again and again throughout the history
of this concept. 1 shall begin by sketching a brief history of the notion of liminality in
Western literury theory, concentrating ¢specially on the best known “defenses of poesie™
from Gorgias to Sidney to Schiller to Shelley as well as on some of the contempaorary
versions of these defenses. Then T shall review some current notions of actual, possible, and
fictional worlds and propose an alternative way ol considering literary or artistic productions
in general in terms of liminal worlds. First; however, a general discussion of cultural
liminality would be in order.

The term “liminal™ originated in the field of anthropology where Arnold Van Gennep
used ity in his Rites de passage (1908), in order to deseribe rituals associated with both
seasonal changes and individual or communal life changes in small-seale euliuves, Van
Gennep distinguishes three stages in a rite of passage: separation, (ransition, and
incorporation. In the first stage, the neophyte is isolated from the rest ol the community
through a rite that sepurates sacred from seeular time and space; during the vansition, which

Van Gennep calls “margin” or “limen" (meaning “threshold™ in Latin), the neophyte goes

through & period or area of social ambiguity or limbo. During the final stage of
incorporition, the neophyte returns 1o a new and relatively stable position in the community
al large.

Victor Turner takes over Van Gennep's notion of liminality and attempts to appli it not
only to small-scale culures but also o large-scale ones®. Turner calls the liminal stage an
Hfanustructure” because it inverts or dissolves the normal (and normative) structural order
prevalent in the rest of the community, Not only may liminality include subversive and
playful events but it may also be regarded as the ludic time-space par excellence. Referring
o Brian Sutton-Smith's paper on “Games of Order and Disorder™ (1972), Turner in effect
sees liminality as a game of disorder out of which new orders emerge?, Te defines liminal
situations as “sceds of cultural creativity” that generate new maodels, symbols, and
paradigms. These new symbols and paradigims then

feed back e the ‘central” economic and politico-legal domains and arenas,
supplying them with goals, aspivations, incentives, structurd]l moldels and raisons
d'érre (28).

2.- See, especially, Victor Turner, The Ritual Pracess: Stenchne ond Anti-Steacture (Ithacis, N. Y., 1969,
Bramuas, Fiolds. and Metaphoys: Symbolic Actiem i Hynan Sociery (Waea, No Y., 1974), and Krean Rinal 1o
Theerre. The Human Seviousness of Play (New York, 1952),

3 See Victor Wurmer, From Riteal to Theatre: The Human Seviomsness of Play (New York, 1982), p. 24
Futher page refevences will be 1o this edition, Because of their view ol play as cecating order out of chaos,
hoth Brian Sutton-Smith and Victor Turmer can be seen as precursors of the “chaos™ theory it bas recently
gained wide support in physies and the notueal scicnces.
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PLAY, LIMINALITY AND LITERARY DISCOURSE

One can agree with Turner that liminality is more than a passive, negative condition or
the intermediary-mediating phase between two positive conditions (one in the past, the other
in the future). Liminality contains both positive and active qualities, especially when the
trreshold

is prowacted and becomes a ‘tunnel’, when the ‘liminal® becomes the ‘cunicular’ (41),
One can also partially agree with Turner that meaning in culture

tends 1o be generated at the interfaces between established cultural subsystems,
though meanings are then institutionulized and consolidated at centers of such
systems. Liminality is a temporal interface whose properties partially invert those of
the already consolidated order which constitutes any specific cultural ‘cosmos® (41),

Here Turner offers an excellent description of the dialectic between center and margin
that 1 have mentioned at the beginning of this essay. But one should also point out that even
though the margin can oftentimes redefine the center, the liminal as the cunicular may not
necessarily always lead back 10 a center; on the contrary, it may, under certain conditions,
lead away from it in a steady and irreversible fashion. One needs, therefore, 1o distinguish
hetween marginality and liminality, although not necessavily in Turner’s terms?. For me,
marginality refers to an agonistic refation (between the center and the margins of a structure,
system, subsystem, or world), whereas liminality refers o a neutral relation (between two or
more systems, subsystems, structures, worlds, ¢te.), such as obtiins, for instinee, in 1 no
man's land between two ar more state borders. Morcover, marginality cannot provide aceess
ta nor can it initiate new worlds, whereas liminality can do both, In this sense, a margin can
be liminal, but a limen cannot be marginal. For me, therefore, liminality can both subsume
and transeend a dialectic of margin and center,

1. Theories of Literary Liminality: A Briel' Historieal Sketeh

In the history of Western literary theory, the concept of liminality has appeared under at
least thiee, often interrelated, guises. Thus literature has been seen as either supportive or
subversive marginality, as mediating neutrality, and as selltranscending plasticity. In all
three guises, liminality has often appeared as an instrument of a mentality of power which
has often posited it as the groundless ground of its own existence.

In the Western world, literacy discourse becomes a self-consciously liminal
phenomenon during the transition from an oral toa literate culture in ancient Greece, when
the central wchaic cultural complex known as mousike breaks down into various disciplines
that start competing Tor cultural authority in the polis. This agonistic process transpires in
Plato’s Republic, where Socrates lays the teoretical foundations for the emergence of
philosophy (defined as the master science of Being) #s a hegemonic discourse in Western
culture, At the same time, Socrates marginalizes poctic discourse as mimesis or ludie
(dis)simulition of true, philosophical discourse, separating it from all claims of authority-
power on both anto-epistemological and ethical groundss,

4.- For Turner's attempt to distinguish between marginality and liminality, see, for example, his Dramiy,
Fields, and Metaphois, especially, p. 233 1
5.- For a detailed argument, see Spariosu, God of Many Nenes, pp. 141 194,
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That poctry as authoritstive discourse comes under attuck in philosophical quarters
even before Sacrates delivers it the coup de grace 1s evident in Gorgias's paradox attemipting
to defend tragedy as a liminal ground between [liction and trath:

By its stories [murhod, myths in the sense of taditional stories, narrative matter|
and emations, tragedy generates a deeeption in which the deceiver is more just
|eikaioreras] than the non-deceiver, and the deceived s wiser [sophotereos] than the
non=deceivede,

This paradox gains even move cluity in the light of two others: the (irst says that "one
must mar (dfaphseirein) the opponent’s scriousness (speudent) with jest, and the opponent's
Jest {gefote) with seriousness™ (DK B 12); the second says that “being (ediai) is unknowable
if it fnils to appear (dfanes), appearance is weak (asthenes) i it fails 1 be (einai)” (DK B
26). In these two paradoxes, Gorgias plays with the conceptual and ethical oppositions
between play and seriousness, being and seeming, truth and illusion, which he also invokes
in DK B 23, In the latter [ragiment, he abviously defends tragedy against the accusations of
falsehood, deception, and irresponsible play that must have been current in his day and
subsequently crop up in the Platonie dialogues as well. Although wragedy employs traditional
stories and emotions in order 1o ereate an appearance ol truth (an illusion or, in ethical terms,
u deception), it cannot properly be called a lie because it never claims to be true (partaking
of being) in the first place. For this very reason, however, it is more true or honest than any
discourse that claims the opposite. If you are wise, therefore, you can learn more about the
upparent nature of truth, or the tuthful nature of appearance (that is, about the phenomenal
nature of being, or the ontic nature of phenomena) from tragic poctry than [rom any other
discourse. Gorgias in effect employs tragedy to challenge the conceptual und ethical
polarities between being and seeming, or truth and deception. At the sume time, he locates
dramatic poetry in the no man's land between essence and appearance, or between truth and
illusion, thug initiating an important theoretical topos in the history of literary criticism.

I Arvistotle's Poetics, the liminal nature of pocty is indirectly invoked in the notion of
mimesis, which for both Plato and Aristotle means not so much “imitation™ as “simulation™’,
Poetry is a form of play that simultates other kinds of discourse for pleasurable purposes
and, therefore, cannot be held to the same standards of treuth as philosophy and history, If
Gorgias situates tragic poetry in the liminal spuace between being and appearance, Aristotle
implicitly situates itin the liminal spice between philosophy and history. This becomes clear
when he observes, on the one hand, that “the artist may simulate things as they ought to be”
(Poetics 1460b9-11); and, on the other hand, that “poetry is more abstract and more serious
| philosophoteron kar spowdaioteron] thun history; for poetry seleets for expression |leger]
the universal, history the particular”™ (Poetics 1451b5-7). Here, at Fiest sight, Aristotle seems
simply 1o draw @ comparison between poetry and history on philosophical grounds. Insolay
as trugic poetry simulates philosophical discourse, which is concerned both with the
“universal” and with what could or ought to be (possibility), it is more abstiact and more
serious than history, which is concerned with the “purticular™ or with what has been
(necessity). Aristotle obviously implies, however, that poetry simulates not only philosophy

6.~ See Gorgias, e, B 23, in H. Dicls and W, Krane, Die Fragmente der Vorsokeariker, 3 vols,, 61l ed.
(Bereling 1952). Funther citations from Gorgins will refer to this edition. The English trmnslations are mine.

7. For a full discussion of the Platonie and Aristotelinn notion of awimexis and Qts ludic implications, sce
Spariosu, God of Maeny Numes, especially pp. 149-160 and pp. 197-210, All of the Fnglish tansltions from
Aristatle's Poetics Below e nhing,
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PLAY, LIMINALITY AND LITERARY DISCOURSE

but also history and, therefore, is an in-between form of discourse that concerns bath
possibility and necessity; in other words, tragic poctry can in principle mediate between
philosophy and history, correcting philosophy’s predominant concern with abstraction or
with what ought to be, and history's predominant concern with facticity or with what has
been. In Aristotle, then, we can indirectly glimpse the traditional idea of lterary discourse as
mediator among other kinds of discourse,

OFf course. through the notion of mimesis both Plato and Aristotle attempt to kecep
poetic discourse subordinuted at all times to philosophical discourse, assigning it a marginal
(rather thun a liminal), supportive role. But subsequent theorists, taking a second look at the
Platonic dinlogues, also point oul that insofar as any literary imitation, let alone simulation,
can never be a simple copy, it will always escape or exceed its model(s) whether they belong
to a constituted or surmised reality, or to the art realm itsell. Literary simulation may cither
reverse oF undermine the model (as in mime, sative, parody, and the burlesque); but it may
also tucitly or apenly revise or redefine the model (as in wtopian and science Netion, or in
what we understand by Fantastic or imaginary literature in gencral), In other words, literature
can be seen as either subversive or supportive-corrective marginality. Moreover, its
supportive-corrective role can be correlated with its mediating role, and it is this correlation
that can often be found in the traditional defenses of poetry from Sidney to Schiller to
Shelley.

In his Apologie for Poetrie (1583), Sir Philip Sidney invokes Poetics 14551b in support
of the view of poetey as a liminal space between philosophy and historvy, He argues that
while the philosopher “giveth the precept” and the historian “the example™ the poet does
both®. The poet can, morcover, be scen as a “moderntor” or mediator between the moral
philosopher and the histovian:

Now whom shall we find ... 1o be moderator? Truly, as me seemeth, the poet; and if
not a moderator, even the man that ought to cary the title from them both |ie., the
philosopher and the historian], and much more from all other serving sciences (160).

Like Gorgias, Sidney goes against the vulgar prejudice that views the poet as liar. He
contends that the effectivenesy of poctic art, unlike that of philosophical or scicatific writing,
does not depend on a rhetorie of tuth and falsehood:

Of all writers under the sun the poet is the least Har and, though he would, as a poet
can scarcely be a liar.

Unlike the astronomer, the geometrician, the physician, and all the other scientists, the
poct can never be a liar hecause he does not claim to know anything:

he nothing affirms and theretore never licth (168).

The poet never “maketh any cireles about your imagination. o conjure you lo believe
for true what he writes”, nor does he cite undisputed authorities o support his tales. On the
contrury, he openly admits the lictional nature of his discourse and

even for his entry calleth the sweet Muses to inspire into him a good invention (168).

8.- See Sir Ph ilip Sidney, Apologie for Pootrie, in Hazard Adams, ed., Critical Theery since Plato (New Yark)
Chicago/ San Franciseo, 1971), p. 160, Fuither piage teferences ive to this edition,
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By freeing his discourse from the inflexible demands of truth, however, the poet is
paradoxically able to open up and redefine the conventional borders between truth and
falschood, Thus, Sidney in elfect sces poetic fictions as breeding grounds for intelleetual and
moral tuths:

And therefore as in history, looking for truth, they may go away full fraught with
falschood, so in poesy, looking but for fiction, they shall use the narration but as an
imaginative ground-plot of a profitable invention (168).

Sidney also hints at the crucial vole that the imagination plays in the generation of
socio-cultural truths which, ontologically speaking. are little more than “profitable
inventions”™ and here he eould have invoked no lesser an authority than Socrates in Plalo's
Republic 1o support his view.

Sidney's idea ol poetry as a liminal ground between truth and falsehood —an idea that
had some prominence in Renaissance literary theory in general, but was given less
importance in Neoclissical mimetic doctrines of arl— is taken up by the Romanties,
especially by Friedrich von Schiller and Percy Bysshe Shelley, who turn against the
Neoclussical notion of poetic imitation. Schiller attempts to revise this notion in his Briefe
iiher die dsthetiselie Erzichung des Menschen (“Letters on the Aesthetic Education of Man™,
1795), where he links poetic discourse to play as the highest manifestation of man's creative
faculty®. In keeping with the triadic thinking typical of such Gernwin idealist Thinkers as
i[Cant and Fichite, Schiller sees art-play as a third realm, that of westhetic phenomena, which
mediates between the realm of necessity (matter) and the realm of freedom (spirit). Via the
play drive, which in art manifests itsell as aesthetic semblance or illusion (Schein), ant
detaches humankind from its sensuous nature and divects it toward its spivitual and moral
nature:

The transition from a passive state of feeling to an active state of thinking and
willing cannol, then, take place except vig 4 middle state of aesthetic freedom, And
although this state can of iself decide nothing as regards either our insights or our
convictions, thus leaving both our intellectual and our moral worth as yet entirely
problematic, it is neyvertheless the necessary pre-condition of our allaining to any
insight ot conviction at all. In a word, there is no other way of making sensuous man
ritionul except by first making him aesthetic!?,

Here Schitler, loke Sidney. attempts to raise art to the level of a mediator, but always
under the supervision of Reason. The play drive itsell is o useful fiction on an ay §f concept
in Vaihinger's sense, invented by Reason m order to deal with the realm of necessity. In the
next paragraph of the same letter, Schiller insists that aeshetic illusion has no cognitive value
outside the dialectic of necessity and possibility, nature and morality, intellected and will;

It has been expressly proved [by Kant] that beauty can produce no result,
neither for the understanding nor for the will; that it does not meddle in the business
of ¢ither thinking or deciding; that il merely imparts the power 1o do both, but has no
say whatsoever in the actuul use of thar power. In the actual use of it all other aid
whatsoever is dispensed withs and the pure logical form, namely the coneept, must

9.~ For o full discussion of Schiflers theory of artas pliy see Spariosu, Dionystes Reborn, pp. 53-63.

10 See Friediich von Schiller, On the Aestheric Education of Man, in a Series of Leners, ed. and 1rans,
Iidizabeth M. Wilkinson and L. A Willovghby (Oxford, 1967), fetier XX p. 161, Further page references
are 1o this edition,
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speak directly to the understanding, the pure moral form, namely the law, directly o
the will (161),

In one sense, then, by positing art as a thivd reaim mediating between truth and lie,
Schiller reinforces Sidney's notion of poetry as a liminal space, even though he docs not
challenge the Neo-Aristotelian subordination of poetry 1o Reason, In this respect, he also
preservies the traditional link between the supportive-corrective and the mediating roles of
literature as a ludic-liminal form of discourse.

Shelley, in A Defease of Poetry (1821), echoes Schiller's theory of the aesthetic state
when he declares poets to be the “unacknowledged legislutors of the world™!, Like Shiller,
shelley sees the poetic faculty both as a precondition of and a corrective 1o the practical
pursuits of humanity. For Shelley, however, the Imagination (not Reason) has its immediate
souree in that unity of Being which becomes lragmented in the madern age. Unlike Schiller,
therefore, Shelley does not see poetry as a conscious tllusion devised by Reason, but as the
highest “expression of the imagination™ (499), that is, as a direct manifestation of the unity
of Being. Reason is

the principle of analysis, and its action regards the relation of things, simply as
relations; considering thoughts not in their integral unity, but as the algebraic
representations which conduct to certain general results (499},

By contrast, imagination is

the principle of synthesis, and has for its objeets those forms which are common 1o
universal nature and existence itself (499).

Reuson reveals the differences, whereas imagination reveals the similarities among
things. As an instrument of the imagination, poetry both precedes and guides reason. In the
wiake of Sidney, Shelley argues that poetry operates at a higher level than “the ethical
science” (as well as the political one) which only

arranges the elements poetry has created, and propounds schemes and proposes
cxamples of civie and domestic life (503).
Poetry, on the other band,

awakens and enlarges the mind itself by rendering it the receptacle of a thousand
unapprehended combinations of thought (503),

It furnishes the imagination with

thoughts of ever new delight, which have the power ol attracting and assimilating o
their own nature all other thoughts, and which form new intervals and interstices
whose void forever craves lresh food (503).

This idea of intervals and inlerstices whose void produces a constant need [or renewal
and change goes a long way toward defining the liminal mechanism in terms of self-
tianscending plasticity, a notion taken up and developed by contemporary thinkers such as
Tean-Paul Sartre and Wolfgang Iser. In this regard, Shelley implics that the poets necessarily
function as unacknewledged legislators and prophets because they can and should operate

11.- See Percy Bysshe Shelley, A Defonse of Pociry, in Aduwms, ed.. Critical Theory since Plato, p. 513,
Further page releienves are 1o this edition.
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only at a liminal level: by constantly peinting to such inefTable, imaginative calegories as
“the cternal, the infinite, and the one™ (500), they implicitly set ever-new goals for the
spiritudl development of humankind. They are social hurbingers, moreover, not because they
predict the form, but because they predict the spirit of events. A poet

not enly beholds intenscly the present as it is, and discovers those kiws according o

which present things ought to be ordered, but he beholds the future in the present,
and his ideas are both

the germs of the flower and the (it of latest time (500),

Through its liminal nature, poetry both precedes and anticipates the paradigms of
thought that other forms of discourse take up and coneretize in o particulir historical manner.
Itis

al once the center and circumberence of knowledge; it is that which comprehends all
seience, and that 1o which all seience must be referred. It is at the same time the root
the blossom of all other systems of thought (511).

Here, Shelley stands the Socratic doctrine of the good and the beautiful on its head: it is
poetry, not philosophy that is now the carvier of this toctrine and is entrusted with the
reformation of humankind. By the same token, however, Shelley vemains within the Platonic
idealist system, whose idea of Being equally pervades his poetic legislative project. It
matters little, from an anthropological standpoint, whether Reason or the Imagination,
Philosophy or Poetry is entrusted with the carrying out of the Socratic program. No less than
Schiller, therefore, Shelley maintains a correlation hetween the supportive-corrective and the
mediating roles of literary liminality,

Whereas in the Neoplatonie tradition poetry as mediator among various kinds ol
discourse remains under the tutelage of Platonic Being and is nearly always made to serve ity
interests, in the modernist age it becomes emancipated from this wielage, but fulls under the
dominion ol Becoming, especially in Nictzsche and the artist-metaphysicians. T have shown
elsewhere how an aesthetic view of the world as ceascless Beconnng, where all that 15 1s a
play of simulacra or Hlusion gives pocty the task of undermining the world of Being as
eternal truth. In'the present context, what is relevant is that the internal conflicts within the
realm of philosophy have revealed the various functions poctic discourse has been assigned
over the centiries and that these functions e historically and culturally determined, What
has gradually emerged, in the modern age, is the awareness of a functionalist dialectic of
reality and fietion, where certain fictions or imaginative construets perfarm as truths
according o various cultural needs and interests. In line with this functionalist dinlectic,
contemporury theorists have further developed the notion of literary liminality by correlating
its various clements, such as the ideas of the imagination, self~conscious illusion or liction,
andl play.

The idea of imagination in particular hus been revolutionized by the contemporary
phenomenalogical and psychoanalitic schools, culminating in Jean-Paul Sartre's notion of
the imagination as the groundless ground of human consciousness'?. In The Psychology of
Imagination (1972), Sartre notes:

12.- For both o history aid i development of the Western concept of imagination see, most recently, Cornelins
Custorindis; Linstittion imagimatee de fo sociéed (Paeis, 1975) Richmd Kearney, The Weake of Dnagimarion:
Foward a Postmodern Culiere (Minneapolis, Minnesota, 1984); and Wollgang ser, The Ficrive and the
lmaginary: Charting Literaey Antropology (Baltimore, Maryland, 1993), especially, pp. 171-246.
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The imaginary appears ‘on the foundation of the world’, but reciprocally all
apprehension of the real as world implies a hidden surpassing towards the imaginary.
All imaginative consciousness uses the world as the negated Toundation of the
imaginary and reciprocally all conscivusness of the world calls and motivates an
imaginative consciousness as grasped from the pacticular meaning of the sttuation®®,

According 1o Sarire, imagination is a form of nothingness or veid which is “lved,
without even being posited for itself”, and is thus able to create all meaning. Because the
apprehension of the void or nothingness which is the imagination eannot oceur by an
immediate uwnveiling, it develops through the free succession of various acts ol
consciousness. Consequently the imagination,

far [rom appearing as an accidental characteristic of consciousness, lurns out to be an
essential and transcendental condition of conscibusness (218).

In this respect, Sartre's view ol imagination as a liminal, creatve “nothingness” is a
phenomenological version of Shelley's notion of poctic imagination as a series of “new
intervals and interstices whose void forever craves fresh food” and thus also contributes to
the idea of literary liminality as self-tianscending plasticity. By constantly conlronting pust
and present human achievements with the alldevouring void of the inyagination, literature
ceaselessly produces new pavadigms ol thought and action in a tiveless effor o satisly this
void.

In addition o pointing out the liminal pature of the imaginary and the lctive,
contemporary literary theorists have further developed the traditional concept of literary
liminality as marginality (either supportive-corrective or subversive), mediating neutvality,
and self-transcending plasticity. Most notably, Giuseppe Muazzotta, in Dante, Poct of the
Deyert (1979) and The World ar Play in Boceaceio's Decameron (1986), cremtively employs
Turner's theory of liminality in discussing the medieval and early Renaissance literary
tradition. For example, in his early hook on the Divine Comedy, Mazzotta sees Dinte's exile
as a liminal condition which the poet shares with literature in general, According (o
Mazzotta, in the Christian tradition, the liminal figures par excellence are Christ, and closer
o Dante, St. Francis of Assisi who is presented in Paradise X1 By renouncing his wealth
and marrying Lady Poverty, St Francis

moves o the fringes of society, o symbolic arca where the forms of the world lose

whatever fixed and stable sense convention has imposed on themH,

St. Francis thus places himself in a liminal space, between social structure and the
divine dispensation. Through the foundition of the mendicant order he institutionalizes

the area ol mediation between the world of contingency and history, and the absolute
madel of Paradise und a Christ-like existence (111).

St. Prancis's mendicant community is a

13.- See Jean-Paul Savtre, The Psyehology of Imaginearion, wanshined with an Introduction by Mary Warnock
(London, 1972), p. Z1K.

14.- See Giuseppe Muzzotti, Dante, Poct of the Desert: History and Allegory in the Divine Comedy
(Pranceton, W, 0., 1979), Chapter 3, “Commnenitas and its Typological Structure”, po 109 Further citations
reler to this edition.
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seandalous wtopia which is disengaged from history and yet has a vadical historicity
bath because it is predicated as the refos of history and because it provides the
perspeetive which makes possible o fresh and renewed apprehension of the suuetures
of the world (112).

In turn, Dante's exile, not unlike that of St. Francis is
far from being a mystical escape into some sort of visionary privacy.
On the contrary, it is

the stance alfording the detached vantage point {rom which he can speak to the world
and impose his sense of orderon it (112).

For Dinte, exile s equally
the very condition of the [literary] text, its most profound metaphor (145,

He deliberately oscillates between
the vision ol order in the empirical, concrete city of Flarence and the “attendey ¢ero’
ol the glory ol Jerusalem,

His liminal poetic world

plices us inhistory and against history, in a garden which is a desert where nomads
are alwiays on the way (146).

In his book on Boccaccio, Mazzotta continues 1o develop his theory of literature as an

exilic. liminal space, According to hin, en Boceaccio's The Decameron literature figures as a
middleground between two absences, between utopia and social structures, @
provisional retreat from the city in an atemporal space!.

From this murginal stale, literature can refléct “hoth on itsell and on the chaos of the
world”, and then return 1o the world

with a vitally renewed apprehension of its structures (55),

Thus, Mazzotta implies that in Boceaccio, no less than i Dante, the liminal poetic
world can in principle mediate between the divine and the histwrical worlds: by constantly
pointing to the divine ethical standards, literature can perpetually revise and modify the
historical ancs; in this sense, it also reveals human nature as self-transcending plasticity.

Unlike Dante, however, Boecaceio does not wrile on the margins of the City of God.
and therefore for him (secular) literature fulls short of providing the hope that it provides for
Dante. Botcuceio expresses this dilemma through

a state of lension between two types of literiry mediation, the erotic mediation and
the prophetic mediation (72).

|5 The World al Play in Beveaceio's Decameron (Prineeton, N. ), 1986), p. 56. Further puge references are
to this edition.
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In this sense, Boccaceio is alveady o modern poet: he can regard the mediating nature of
literature only in parvodic, ironic terms, a8 @ negative potentiality, The “inevitable marginality
of the literary act™ can accomplish litle more than to “efface the lictions —literary and
spiritual— of society™ (72). In the conclusion of The Decameron, Mazzotta argues, Boccaccio

abdicates responsibility for the effect of the book on the audience, tries to diselaim
authorship for the tales and finally releases them in a moral vacewm as neuatral and
autonomous objects to be interpreted by the reader. The marginality is total, which is
1o say another void; the reader is abstracted (rom history waiting to reemerge into
history; the writer even denies any centrality for himsell (72-73).

The vadical “uselessness™ of literature relegates it to a “perennial marginality”.
Mazzotta retuins, however, to the carlice insight of his Dante book, adding that the profound
(ethical) value of literature resides precisely inits uselessness,

witl ity power to challenge, even as it is Tascinated with, the wilitaian, ‘real” values
that have currency. in the social warld (74).

Mazzolla probes into the liminal nature of literature as both @ form of exile and a
mediator between theology and history. Virgil Nemoianu, concentrating especially on the
Romuantic and the Modernist periods, complements Mazzotta's project by examining the
nature of the relationship between the central and the marginal, or what he calls “primary™
and “secondary™ in culture. In A Theory of the Secondery (1989), Nemoianu concedes thi
literary discourse has o secondary cultural importanee in relation to philosophy, history,
Jurisprudence, cconomics, politics, and so forth, but then he redefines the “secondary™ in
terms of a functional relation to the “principal”. Whereas the positional voles of principal and
secondary remain the same, the content of the two terms ceaselessly shifts around in
Nemotanu's dynamie view of culture: what appears as principal in a certain age may assume
a secondary position in another. Finally, the principal always collapses back into the
secondary, which for Nemmoian is an inevitable but positive form of defeat:

Far from relying on erective and harmonizing cnergies, the secondary finds
artistic expression though disorder, relaxation and idleness. Negligence, wlerance,
and procrastination are its allies, lack of energy and purpose provide its strength.
Literature as the secondary in society and history is a force for defeat, and thus for
renewal, Since every progress van be true Lo its nane only al its very inception, the
defeat of further advances can only be scen as a beneficent strategy, the condition for
a new inceptive progress's,

For Nemoianu, therefore, literary discourse as marginality has ultimately a suppottive,
if puradoxical role in continuosly redefining the nature and the meaning of the center (which
for him represents not so much an ontological plenitude as an ontological void).

With Wollgang Iser's The Fictive and the Imeaginary: Charting Literary Anthropology
(1933) the history al the concept of literature as ludic liminality reaches its entelechy.
Althowgh Iser does not use the term “Timinality™ as such, he in effect regards lierature as a
form of liminul play which not only mediates between imagination and actuality but also
reveals itsell to be a primary manifestation of human nature as perpetually sell-ttanscending
plusticity.

16.- See Viegil Nemownu, A Theoey of the Secondary: Literatore, Progress and Reaction (Baltimore, 19899,
p. 191,
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Iser's view of the ludic comes close to that of Schiller (without the latter's emphasis on
ationality), while his view of the imagination expunds dnd modilies those of Shelley and
Sartre. Iser posits literary play as a triadic interaction between the imaginary, the fictive, and
the real. Literary fictionality is @ halfway house located between the real and the imaginary,
wheye the fictive brings together and mediates between what is and what is not yet. As Iser
puts it, the “act of fictionalizing” implies “a erossing of boundaries™. On the one hand, this
act crosses the boundaries of a given social or physical reality and strips it of its vigid
determinacy by selecting, recombining, and bracketing some of its constituent elements; on
the ather hand, it crosses into the world of the imaginary (characterized by endless
plasticity), giving it a certain direction ordeterminacy. Thus literary discourse

erosses the boundaries both of what it organizes (external veality) and of what i
converts intoa gestalt (the dilfusiveness of the imaginary). 1t leads the real 10 the
imaginary and the imaginary 1o the real, and it thus conditions the extent to which a
given world is to be transcoded, a nongiven world is to be conceived, and the
reshuffled worlds are to be made aceessible to the reader’s experiencel?.

Hence, the fictive in literature becomes a “transitional object”, a ludie, bordeline
phenomenon,

always hovering between the real and the imaginary, linking the two together'®,

In one sense, it can be said to exist because “it houses all the proceses of interchange™.
In another sense, however, the hictive

does not exist as a discrete entity, for it consists of nothing but these transformational
processes (20).

[ere, then, Tser redelines in phenomenological werms the Kuntian and Schillerian
notions of the aesthetic as a mediator between imagination und reason.

For Iser, one of the most important features of literary play is “staging”, through which
the literary work brackets an extratextual reality, putting it on display, as it were, and thus
allowing the audience 1w distance itsell from and conceive possible aliernatives to 0%,

17.- See Wollpang Iser, The Fictive and the Imaginary: Charting Litevary Amthropalogy (Baltimore/London,
1993), p. 4. Further citations will refer to this edition.

18.- Here Iseir cmploys 12, W, Winnicot's teciy in Playing and Reality (Londog/New York, 1971). For
Winnicott o “teansitional object™ is @ marerial objeet suel as o comer of blanket or napkin, @ bundle of wanl,
ete,, which has o special value Tor the infam between the ages of four and twelve months, The wansitonal
ahject occupies the neutial spice between the inner and the outer world of the infant, before the final spli
between the two ocetrs with the development of a self It has lasting effects on individvals even after their
infant stage is over, however, beiig retnined theoughout life i the intense experiencing that belongs to (he
ants and fo religion and o coeativee scientitic wark™ (p. 14). Thus lsep uses Winnicott's notion of transitional
objeet i both a ludic and a Timinal sense. For a critique of Winmeott's psychological theory of play. sce
Spariosu, Dionysus Reborn (pp. 187-190). For vacious applications of Turne's notion of liminality in
psychotherapy, see Nathan Schwartz-Salant and Muray Stein, eds, Limimality and Transitional Phetenena
(Wilmeuwe, Winos, 1991).

19.- A kindred view of liwerary staging can be found in my Ged of Many Names, especially, pp, 99-139. 1t is
also obvious that staging is an important aspeet of any theary of literary reception including Iser's own, as it
wlways presupposes the involvement and the cooperation of an audience. T this sense, even such teiditional
notions as litevary realism can best be viewed in terms of an interplay between anthor and reader-audience,
that is, wsoa staging of (our nations of ) reality. For a cogent theory of fetions! realism in the context of an
aesthetics of lerary reception, see Dario Villanveva, Teorias del veadismao fterario (Madrid, 1992).
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Through staging, which is a highly scelf-conscious act, literature in general becomes un
anthropological phenomenon which features “the extraordinary plasticity of human beings™
(297). Citing Cornelius Castoriadis’s work on the imagination, Iser observes that fictionality
is “'the ideal reflection of the creative act”. Because the ereative act constantly exposes itsell
as fiction it perpetualty denies itself authenticity. This self-denial. however, is far from being
unproductive; on the contrary, it enables the self

to be simultaneously inside and outside itsell, making it possible Tor the sell 1o create
itself (78).

Because humans secem (o possess an indeterminate nature, they

can expand into an almost unlimited range of culture-bound patternings. The
impossibility of being present 1o ourselves beeomes our possibility to play ourselves
out to a fullness that knows no bounds, because no matter how vast the range, none
of the possibilities will *make us tick” (296).

Through the act of staging, therefore,

literature becomes a panorama of what is possible, because it is not hedged in either
by the limitations or hy the considerations that determine the institutionalized
organizations within which human life otherwise takes its course (296),

Furthermore, because literature constantly monitors the ever-changing manifestations
of human self-fushioning without ever completely coinciding with any ol these
manifestitions, it

makes the interminable staging of ourselves appear as the postponement of the end
(296),

Here Iser, like early Heidegger and other existentiulist phenomenologists, places human
play within the borders of birth and death, with the self constantly attempting to outstrip in
order to defer the inevitable end. In this respeet, he equally inseribes himself in the German
anthropological wradition of Arnold Gehlen and Helmuth Plessner who stress the creative o
constructive side of power, rather than its dark, (self=)destructive side. Iser can, therefore,
also be seen as the latest and one of the most brilliunt representatives of a long line of
theorists who consider litcrary liminality in both its mediating and supportive-corrective
roles vis-a-vis a mentality of power.

A view of literary liminality almost diametically opposed to that of Iser (as well as to
those of Mazzotta and Nemoianu) appears in Gustavo Péree-Firmat's Literature and
Liminality (1980). In this study, Pérez-Firmat concentrates on the agonistic relation of the
periphery to the center within a certain Hispanic literary tadition, secing this relation not as
functional, but as highly dysfunctional. In the wake of Bakhtin, de Man, and Bloom, Pérez-
Firmat understands liminality as subversive marginality, a concept which he pushes to its
ultimate conséquences. Invoking Turner's notion of anti-structure, Pérez-Firmat borrows the
medical metaphor of cancer from Luis Manin-Santos” influential novel, Tiempe de silencio
(1962), in order to explain the subversive relationship between the liminal as the marginal
and the central order:

The liminal structure behaves like a phase insolar as its peripheral components
do not abide in the margins, They occupy the periphery only transitorily, while
maintaining the center under constant siege, The impending return does nol,
however, as in Van Gennep's conception, brings about an integrative reunilication
any more than a cancer's metastasis brings about a reconciliation of the healthy and
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the diseased cells. On the contrary, the periphery's convergence poses a deadly threat
1o the central order. In this respect all my conversions are metastalic, since they
aggressively repudiate stusis or immobility=",

For Pérez-Firmat, liminality is w centrifugal Rorce that ultimately invades and destroys
the center, annihilating itself in the proeess. 1t therefore becomes a sympton of a discased
will 1o power that wirns against itsell, much like Nietzsche's active forces that become
reactive and, hence, self-destructive in the Genealogy of Morals.

[ Pérez-Fivmat's deconstructive view of literary liminality (or, vather, marginality) may
seem extreme, it nevertheless obeys the logie of a mentality of power which, as Nietzsche
himself acknowledges at the end of the Genealogy of Morals, would annihilute itself rather
thun change its nature. In Literaniee, Mimesis, aned Play (1982), T atempted o present a
more balanced view of literury liminality from the standpoint of power, a view not
incompatible with those of 1ser, Mazzotta, and Nemoianu. There I saw literary discourse as a
mediating, neutral space where new discursive games of power are being ceaselessly
(rejereated and old ones, constantly tempered, Thus literature as fiction becomes the hidden
condition of the possibility of all true discourse, guaranteeing the optimal functioning of the
discursive mechanisim of power throughout the bistory of Western culture. The guestion now
is whether hiterature es liminal play can also give us access o actual and imaginary worlds
that are incomensurable with ours; or, 1o restate the question in more general terms, does the
concept ol liminality belong exclusively to a mentality of power? In order to provide 4
satisfactory answer (o this question, we must [irst examine the cument notions of alternative
worlds and their underlying theoretical assumptions.

2. Literature, Liminality, and Alternative Worlds

The notion of a plurality of worlds has a long history in Western thought from
Avistarchus of Samos to Giordano Bruno to Gottfried von Leibnitz, Most recently, this
notion has been revived and debated in Anglo-American analytic philosophy by modal
logicians such as Alyin Platingd, Paul Davies, Raymond Bradley, Norman Schwartz, and
Saul Kripke?, In the wake of Leibnitz, they address the issue in wrms of a logical and
ontological distinetion between “actual™ and “possible”™ worlds. Their argument is that the
actual world is only one possible world among an infinity of possible non-actal worlds or
“praws”. Pnaws can in turn be divided into those which can become actugl because they
obey the physical laws of the actual world, and those which can never become actual
because they contain purely imaginury elements that disobey such laws. Thus, although on
the face of it analytic thinking appears 10 postulate a pluraiity of workls, in effect it only
postulutes a plurality of poassible worlds within ene actual (physical) universe. According lo
this thinking, morcover, imaginary or lictional worlds of the literary kind generally belong (o
the praw subdivision that cannot be actualized. The logical division between imaginary and
actual worlds is also indirectly supported by speech-act theorisis who draw a rigid distinction

20, See Gustavo Péres-Fiemat, Lizerature aod Limindlity. Fextive Readings fi the Hispanic Teadition
ADurhom, N CL, FIS0), 2viii, Purther citations refler to this edition,

21.- See Alvin Plantinga, The Notwre af Necessity (Oxlord, 1974); Raymond Bradley and Norman Swintz,
Passible Waonlds (Oxford, 1979); Paul Bavies, Otlier Werdds (London, 1980 and Saul Knipke, Naming and
Necexxity (OxTord, 198(0),
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between actual or “sincere” and Hetional or “feigned” speech acts, On this view, literary
speech acts are o violalion of the “sincerity rule” and thereby turm actual speeeh-acts into
mere pretense®?,

The logical divisions ol analytic philosophy have, however, been challenged on
functionalist grounds by an array ol contemporary constructivist and nonessentialist thinkers.
According 1o these thinkers, the real world is no less “minddependent” than the fictional
world and the so-called “physical laws” are no less context-bound and conventional than
human laws. Construetivist thought usually posits a pludality of worlds with multiple frames
ol reference, the boundaries of which are flexible, iF pot indeterminate. Maost recently, for
example, Nelson Goodman states:

Many different world-versions are of independent interest and impaortance,
without any requirement or presumption of reducibility to a single base?®,

According to Goodman, the pluralist needs 1o go beyond a naive concept of science
embraced by

the monopolistic materialist or physicalist who maintains that one system, physics, is
preeminent and all-inclusive, such that every other version must eventually be
reduced to it or rejected as false or meaningless.

The pluralist's willingness to consider worldversions other than physics

inplies no elaxation of rigor but a recognition that standards different from yet wo
less exueting than those applied in [raditional | seience are appropriwie for appraising
what is conveyed in perceptual or pictorial or literary versions (4).

In the wake of Goodman, Floyd Merrell argues that the sctual world is “by and large
socially formed and imerculiurally variable™ and that all fictions can become “real worlds™,
The boundaries between real worlds and fictional ones remain necessarily vague:

We canovdinarily distinguish velatively well and at tacit levels between a fiction
und whut we believe (o be the ‘real world’. And at the same time we seem Lo be
tacitly aware that there is a boundary between them, but that the hounduary is not
precise and absolute (39),

Apparently unaware of Turner's theory of liminality, Merrel]l nevertheless identifies o
“fuzziness” between these boundaries, or an “overlapping zone”, where “the excluded
middle is inoperative, where nothing is exactly identical with itself, and where contradictions
are synthesized™. IUis precisely this fuzzy, overlapping zone or, in our frame ol relerence,
the liminal space, that “enables us to continue being creative” (39),

22.- See 3, L Austing How o De Plings with Words (Cambridge, Mass,, 1962); and John Searle, Specch Aviy
(Cumbridge, 1969y and, especially, *The Logical Stitus of Fictional Discovrse”™ in Newe Literary Histery 6
(1975, pp. 315330 OF coupse, s we hiave seen, the relevanee of o “sincerity rule™ inthe case of litery
discourse has already been dismissed elfectively by literary theorises from Giorgias o Sidney,

23.- See Nelson Goodiman, Ways of Warldmaking (Indianapolis, Tnd., 1978}, p. 4. Fuither page references aie
to s edition.

24 .- See Floyd Mesrelly Paraveatinies: The Nare of Oure Fietions and iy We Ko Them (Amsterdam/
Philudelplita, 19830, p x. Further citations refen o this edition.
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Whereas Goodman and Merrell develop a nonessentialist, constructivist approuach to
reality in general, Thomas G. Pavel applies this approach to literary fictions in particular,
challenging what he calls the “segregationist view" of speech-act theory:

By taking lor granted the existence and stability of linguistic conventions,
speech-act theory neglects the dynamism of their establishment and their inherem
fluidity?s.

Pavel concludes that the

demarcation between fiction and nonfiction is a variable element and (hat as an
institution fiction cannot be attributed a set of constant propertics, an essence (136).

Hence one should operate on the non-segregalionist assumption that social behavior
contains two sides:

an adventurous, creative side and a tendency 10 ossily successful novelties into the
conventions of normality (26).

Normal and marginal behavior belong, morcover, to a continuum. Thus myths and
literary fictions

manifest the innovative side of referential processes and are perceived as marginal
only in contrast to some culturally determined ossification into normality (27).

Like Merrell and other thinkers outside the mainsteeam ol the analytic philosophical
tradition, Pavel employs Alexis Meinong's theory of “non-existent” objects to account for
the ambiguous ontological status of fictions?t, Meinong, starting from Brentano's
phenomenological claim that all mental states are directed loward something and thus
acquire distinguishing features, suggests that what is not is as important as what is.
Knowledge pertains not only to “existents”, that is, to the empirical objects of science and
metaphysics, but also 1o “nonexistents” (the arts, the imagination, and all inner experiences).
In Tact, theories about the real world can come about only through the mediation of
imaginary worlds (Einstein's theory ol velativity is a familiar case in point). Invoking
Meinong's theory, Pavel draws o functional distinction between fictional landscapes and
antological ones:

At the margins ol ontologicdl landscapes, one finds leisure worlds, or worlds Tor
pleasure, which oflen derive [rom older discarded [ontological | models. Each culture
has its ontological ruins, its historical parks, where the members of the community
relax and contemplate their ontological relics. Greek and Roman gods performed this
function till late in the history of European culture, Or margingl modeéls may be used
as training grounds for various tasks (141).

Ultimatiely Pavel sees fietion “as a peripheral region used for ludic and instructional
purposes™ (143). Paraphrasing Nelson Goodman's phrase, “When Is Art”, he suggests that
fiction is when “world versions lind secondary users™ (143),

25.- See Thomas G, Pavel, Fietional Worlds (Cambridge, Mass., 1986), p. 26, Further page references are to
this edition. One may also consull Pavel's shorg essay, “Niveitives of Ruwal und Desire”, in Ashley, ed., Vicror
Treener el te Constrvotion of Culpnral Criticism, wheve he' refers divectly o Pumer's anthropological theory,
26.- For an extensive discussion of this topie, see, Tor example, Terence Parsons, Nowevistent Objeers: (New
Fven, 1980).
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Like Pavel, Doreen Maitre goes against the mainstream ol the analytical philosophicul
tradition when she describes the interaction between actual worlds and fictional worlds as
both dynamic and reciprocul. She argues that literature

makes us aware of both the continuities and the discontinuities between the actuil
ind the possible. We come to sce that what we take to be uctual does not fiave (o be
s0, that what seem like inevitabilities are not so inevitable, that what is could be
given alternative explanations and could be chunged into something different??,

Finally, by staging non-uctual states of alfuirs, the hterary imagination “enables us 1o
consider what alternative states of alfaiis could be the case™ (117). One can go farther und
sity, with Shelley, Sartre, and Iser, that what is not aetively creates what is, Le., that litcrary
play ceaselessly mobilizes our imagination to shape and modily our reality.

If a constructivist approach is to be consistent, therefore, it must ultimately give up the
logical and ontological distinction between actual and possible worlds, or that hetween
fictional und real ones, even though one may wish to preserve these distinetions in a
nonessentialist, Functional form. For instance, one may divide alternative worlds into actual
and imaginary ones, but without placing strict ontological barriers between them. In
principle, all worlds become possible or can be actualized as soon as they arise in the
imagination, or to put it differently, actual worlds will always start out as imaginary ones,
Why some imaginary worlds eventually become actualized and some do not is hardly an
onological issue; rather, il is a question of communal choice. From a strietly onological
viewpoint, on the other hand, one could treat imaginary and actual worlds as being governcd
by alternative, equally valid ontological principles rather than by a relation of ontological
subordination. Merrell for one acknowledges the conventional nature of our real and
imaginary worlds:

Given the assumed possibility of fictions becoming ‘real worlds’, it must be
admitted that any and all “real worlds” could have been something that at least in pant
they are not. Tlénce to be critical of 4 given aspecet of a particular “real world” as'it is
ordinarily conceived and perceived is to be aware that the perspective from which the
criticism was derived could equally have been in part something other than what it is.
To embrace this relativism presents a quandary from which there is no ultimate
escape,

One should, however, note that Merrell's quandary has novexit only [rom the
perspective of @ mentality of power, which can conceive of itsell only in terms of being and
nonbeing, negation and affirmation, inclusion or exclusion. That Merrell shares this
mentality is evident in his first postulate:

The Initial Cut in the Flux of Experience Results in an LElemental Negation
Wherehy That which £s Is Contrasted with T'hat which 1t Is Ner (1),

Furthermore, after acknowledging the logical necessity of relativism for all
constructivist forms ol thought, Merrell nevertheless adopts the Nictzschean position with
which we are familiar from the last essay of the Genealogy of Morals; the play of power
must be reaffirmed at all cost. In the present instance, Merrell uncasily combines the

27, See Doreen Muitve, Literature and Possible Warlds (London, [983), p. L7, Forther eitations refer to this
edition,
28.- See Floyd Merrell, Pararealities. p. X. Further puge references to this study are ju the text,
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Nietzschean wdea ol contest with the Darwinian idea ol the struggle for survival and the
logical positivist idea of scientific progress:

| submit, nevertheless, that one must provisionally take a stand, that once must
present @ conjecture and then argue for its validity, Methodalogical and theoretical
pluralism entails competition between ideas, the survival vilue of these ideas being
determined by their ability most effectively to account for the phenomena tpon
which they focus (x).

Here Merrell remains ambivalemt precisely because he does not wish o give power-
oriented frame of reference in promoting his version of relativism and pluralism. But one can
conceive of a different kind of relativism and/or pluralism in which there are mynads of
worlds that incessantly appear, disappear, clash, inlersect, co-exist, or steer clear of each
other; some ol these worlds cun be power oviented and some of them can be buill on
principles other thian power. As Nelson Goodman points out, worlds are constituted through
camposition, selection, combination, weighting, ordering, deletion, supplementation,
deformation, and so on?. O particular interest Tor the present argument is Goodman's notion
ol weighting or accent:

Some differences among worlds are not so much in entities comprised as in
emphasis or accent, and these differences are no less consequential. Just as to stress
all syllables is to stress none, 0 o take all classes as relevant Kinds is to tike none as
such. In one world there may be many kinds serving different purposes; but
conflicting purposes may make for irreconciluble sccents and contrasting worlds, as
may conflicting conceptions of what kinds serve a given purpose (11).

One may add that it is weighting or accent that creates a particular frame of reference
through which all the elements of an emerging or extant world are organized and evaluated
and through which one world is recognizably dilferent from another. In this sense, power
may be only one weighting principle that creates certain Lypes ol worlds among an inlinity of
others. One may also introduce the notion of subworlds, whose weighting principles derive
from but wre not identical with the overall weighting principle of an actual or an imaginary
warld, For example, subwarlds can be constitnted along historical, geographical, spiritual,
psychoelogical, religious, ethnic, political, economie, biological, sexual, physical,
cosmological, and acsthetic lines, acvording 1o the specific nature of their local weighting
pringiple,

One may also point out that not all of the relationships amang alternative worlds
(whether actual or imaginary) need be seen as conflictive o competitive, as Goodman and
Merrell seen o imply, Thus, on¢ may propose four basic types ol relationships among
alternative worlds and/or their subworlds: compatible. incompatible, commensurable, and
incommensurable, Compatible worlds and subworlds have similar weighting principles or
kindred, easily interadjustable, frames of reference. Examples may include the communities
that belong 1o the same small-scale or large-scale cultures or subcultures (the tribal
communities in the Amazon basin, Polynesia, Africa, and Arctica, the traditional and
modem national states around the globe, and so on): the sume Socio-cconomic system (slave-
labor based, feudal, capitalist, socialist, communist, and so on); the same political system

29.- See Nelson Goodman, Ways of Worldmaking, pp. 7-17, Furthier' puge references to this work are in the
texi.
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(the present and former Communist states of Eastern Europe, Asia, Afvica, and Latin
Amerien, the current Western democracies, and so on); the sume religious system (Christian,
Islamie, Judaic, Hinduist, and so forth). One can also regard as compatible the worlds and
subwaorlds constituted on Plolemaie, or Copernican, or Euclidian, orf Non-Euchdian, or
Newtonian, or Einsteinian weighting principles.

In turn, alternative worlds and their subworlds may appewr as incompatible when their
weighting principles or reference frames clash or are not casily interadjustable. Examples
may include most of the worlds mentioned previously: smull-scale cultures in relation to
luige-scale ones: agrarian communitics in relation to industrial ones; wibal and ethnic
communities in relation to modern nations or states; Western democrucies in relation to Fast-
European and other totalitarian states; Prolemaic worlds in relation 1o Copernican ones:
Darwinian worlds in relation to Creationist ones, and so [orth. The traditional division
between primitive and civilized cultures equally expresses a relationship of incompatibility.
When incompatible worlds or subworlds come into contact, one of them will often either
annihilate or incorporate the other, or both will fuse into a new world or subworld, Familiar
examples include the fusion of the Greek and the Roman warlds, of the Judaic and Christian
ones, of the West Indian and Spanish worlds of Latin Americy, and so on,

Alternative worlds and their subworlds can be said to be commensurable when their
weighting principles und relerence frames are incompatible, but essentially understandable
or transhutable in cach other's terms. For example, many of the worlds and subworlds
mentioned so Far can be seen ds commensurable in relation to each other. Despite their (self-
) pereeived incompatibility, they may appear, say, o an observer from another planet, as
parts of the swme universe or of what one may provisionally call a “superwortd™. Although
their local weighting principles can differ considerably, they can be seen as having an overall
weighting principle in common. What Western scientists imagine to he our physical
universe(s), for instance, suggests precisely this kind of superwoild. Tts overall weighting
principle cin be described in various ways depending on the eriteria involved. From an
ontological stundpoint, for example, this overall weighting principle may be called “phusis”,
or “becoming’’, or “matier”; even more comprehensively, it may be called “energy” or
“foree”.

One can also imagine relations of incommensurability among worlds and/or their
subwaorlds, when their local or overall weighting principles or frames of reference appear as
incomprehensible or untranslatable in terms of each other. A good illustration of what 1
mean by incommensurable relationships is offered by Max Jammer's comparison between
Western physics and Jaina “physics”™ in his book, Concepis of Force:

The Jainas, followers ol Jina (Vardhamana), an elder contemporary of Buddha,
developed a realistic and relativistic atomistic pluralism (anekantaradea), without the
slightest allusion to the concept ol force, in contrast to Western science in which the
idea of force plays (...) & fundamental role. In the Jaina physics, the category of ajiva
is subdivided into matter (pudgala), space (akasha), motion (dharma), rest
(eeelherrmen), and time (kala). Dharmda and adharma designate the conditions of
movement and of rest respectively. Being formless and passive, they do not generate
motion or arrest it, but merely help and lavor motion or rest, like water, which is
instrumental for the motion of a fish, or like the carth, which supports objects that
reston il Essentially, it is “time" that originates ‘activity” (kriye) and ‘change’
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(petrvineune), and it does so without becoming thereby some kind ol a dynamic agent,
something equivalent to the concept of force in Western thought#.

Here Juina “physics”, based on pluralistic, nondynuamie principles appears as
incommensurable in relation to Western physics, based on principles of force, Indeed, Mux
Jammet's comparison between the two kinds of “physics™ is no. more (as he himsell is
aware) than a failed attempt to translate the Jaina concept of nature in Western terms, for the
very rendition into English of Taina words such as anckantarada, pudgala, akasha, dharnsa,
kala, kryia, pavinamea is a (mis) interpretation of their oviginal meaning in terms of a
vocibulary of for¢e (matter, space, time, motion, rest, change, activity, ete.). "Physics” itself
is hardly the proper word for describing the Juina view of nature, and by putting it in
guotation marks 1 have merely pointed to the essential incommensurability between the
Waestern and the Jaing worlds.

The unditional Western ontological division between real worlds and hictional ones,
moreover, can designate not only a relation of incompatibility hut also one of
incommensurability, pertaining to two unadjustable reference Names. From a constructivist
stundpoint, fictional or imaginary worlds cuan best be seen not as “non-existent objects™ but
as enlities constituted on alternative ontological principles. In Tact, their overall weighting
principle can better be described in terms ol “being”, rather than “becoming”. When
compared to “real” or physical worlds (whose overall weighting principle is “becoming™)
they appear as indestruetable or immaortal: therefore, far from being “non-existent”™, they
paradoxically belong to an enhanced order of “reality™. Other examples of incommensurable
worlds are the “natural™ worlds in velation to the “supernatural™ ones, the mystical ones in
relution to the philosophical ones, the “divine” worlds in relation ta the “secular”™ ones, and
s0 forth, Furipides's The Bacehae, Cervantes's Don Quijote de la Mancha, Carvoll's Alice in
Wemderland, Pivandello's Six Characters in Searclof an Author, and Unamuno's Niebla are
some of the most familiar examples of literary works that themautize relationships of
incommensuritbility among worlds,

When two incommensurable worlds intersect they do not clash in the sume way that
incompatible worlds do, Properly speaking no “collision” takes place, and their relationship
is necessarily governed by the principle ol nello contendere. Their interesection may either
be ontologically inconsequential, as in the siwrrealist movie scenes in which a truck runs
through a ghost, or iesult in a conversion of one weighting principle into the other (rather
than in a complete annihilation of one of them or in a fusion of both, as in the case of clashes
between incompatible worlds), It may also result in a voluntary, marginal adoption of the
other's weighting principle, but this would not radically affect either frame of reference. If
any “harm” or “violence™ vesults from the encounter it is basically self-inflicted, as such
fundamental literary and anthropological document as The Bacehae points out*!,

Another prime example of an incommensurable relationship is that beuween worlds
whose overall weighting principle is power and those whose overall weighting principle is of
an irenie nature. Although most of the alternative worlds that humans build and classify as
“real" are power oriented, we have also imagined and constructed worlds whose weighting
principles and relerence frames are irenic. There are many examples of frenic imaginary

30 See Max Tanmier, Concepts of Foree: A Suedy inthe Foundarions of Dynamics (Cambridge, Mass.,
1957), p. 5. For introductions to Jainisn, the veader may consult Jagmanderlal Jaini, Ourlines of Jatuism
(Wostport, Conn., 1940; vepre. 19823 and Paul Dundas. Phe dains (London/ New York, 1992),

Al For an extensive discussion of the incommensurability betwesn worlds in The Hacehae, see Spariosu,
Ged of Manty Nemes, pp. 103-134,
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warlds, but only of a few “real™ or actual ones, including certain Oriental and Occidental
religious and/or alternative communities, 1 is clear, for instance, that Jaina “physics™ is the
expression of such an actual irenic workd (in contrast w the power-oriented actual world of
Western physics). One should, moreover, not conceive ol the relationship between irenic
worlds and power-oriented worlds us one of binary opposition, that is, as one of
incompatibility. This would simply mean confusing two radically different reference frames,
a confusion that can oceur very easily within communities habituated 1o evaluate everything
in terms of power, The New Testament., [or instance, stages in detail an ¢ncounter between an
irenic world and a power-oriented one. There is @ constant ironic tension between Jesus
Christ's mode of thought and behavior and its (mis) interpretation not only by the powers
that he but also by his own disciples. Jesus's words and aetions are invariably interpreted by
the community in terms ol i power-based weighting principle, and the radical misreading of
their veference frame will culminate in the founding of the Pauline church as u power-
ariented institution. The Christian histovical or actual worlds have often also chosen to
remain within a power-oriented frame of reference, enlisting irenie principles in the service
of this frame. In fact, the entire history of Christianity can be read as a series of fajled
attempls to converl from a power-oriented world to an irenic kind. The New Testament
reveals, moreover, thut while the irenic or “divine” workd emerges intact from the encounter
with @ power -oriented, “human™ world, the effects of this encounter on the latter can be
devastating, because of the aggressive, totalizing natwre of power which cannot twlerate
alterity, even at the risk of sell-annihilation.

Keeping in mind Turner's theory of liminality, one can also propose a nonessentialist
distinction between alternative and Hminal worlds, Liminal celationships govern
indeterminate ontological landscapes or grey arcas loeated in-between alternative worlds and
subworlds. These liminal worlds should not be seen as alternative worlds per se, because
they have no firmly established weighting principles while their frames ol reference (often
borrowed from their immediate neighbors) are ceaselessly being questioned and/or
dislocated. But even though they are nol themselves alternative worlds, they can
nevertheless generate o great number of such worlds by propoesing and debating various
weighting prineiples, complete with blueprints of their reference frames. There are
numberless examples of actual and imaginary liminal worlds, including festivals, religivus
ceremonies and rituals, public and private games, arlistic works such as novels, poems,
dramas, paintings, sculptures, musical compositions, and so forth, Liminal worlds can also
arise through dreams or dreamlike states, travel, pilgrimages, social and culwral upheavals,
solitary retreat or confinement, voluntary or forced exile, and through the experience of
birth, death, and vehith,

Beeause of their fluidity, flexibility, and Freedom From rigid ontelogical commitments,
liminal worlds are ludic worlds par excellence. The liminal nature of the ludic has indircetly
been painted ou, for instance, by Johan Huizinga who offers this definition of play:

A free activity standing quite consciously outside ‘ordinary” lite as being ‘not
serious’, but at the same time absorbing the player intensely and unerly. It is an
activity connected with no material interest, and no profit can be gained by it. It
proceeds within its own proper houndaries of time and space according to fixed rules
and in an orderly manner. It promotes the formation of social groupings which tend
to surround themselves with seerecy and to stress their difference from the common
world by disguise orather means?2

32.- Bee Johun Huizinga, Henio lidens: A Study of the Play Element in Culture (Boston, 1950), p. 13
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One can'adopt, in a revised form, several elements from Huizinga's definition of play 1o
deseribe iminal worlds as well. They stand quite consciously “outside” other worlds,
including actual ones and are “disinterested” in a Kantian sense, allowing themselves
complete freecdom to adopt any weighting principle or frame ol reference they see fit, They
have their own proper boundaries of time and space, on the margins of or within an
alternutive world or subworld. Properly speaking, however, they do nat have lixed rules and
do not proceed inan orderly manner any more than play does; or at least, as in the case of
play, rules and order are incidental (o their nature. (Here one should make o distinetion
between play and games, although one could argue that even gamesonly simulate rules and
orderly procedure, that is, only pretend to adopt a weighting principle and a reference frame
for the sake of play.) Furthermore, as Huizinga implies aboul play, liminal worlds, like all
other worlds, cannot arise outside or independently of specilic communities, be it only a
community specially assembled for a ludic occasion or a community of one (in which case a
larger community always looms in an actual or an imaginary background). On the other
hand, just as a community can not only engender but also be engendered by play, it can both
initiate and be initiated by a liminal world,

We are finully in a position to answer the question whether literary discourse can also
provide uceess o allernative worlds that are incommensurable with ours. Given its ludic-
fiminal nature, literature (as well as art in general) is ideally suited, as Wolfgang [ser has
shown, 1o stage any kind ol actual or imaginary world. Therefore, it can also point o any
kinds of ontological alternatives, including irenic ones. In the end, il is up Lo the conymunity
or the communities that receive(s) the artistic work tw move oward embracing and perhaps
even actualizing some of these irenic alternatives.
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