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108 MINDING THE GAP(S)

The restitution story itself is an attempt to resolve the ambigu-
ity and confusion that is characteristic of the liminal state. Through a
dissociative splitting, the student rejects her actual status and identifies
with the powerful other she hopes to become, thus engaging in a
kind of re-storying of the incident.!® Because of its reassuring nature,
this type of story is highly desirable for both narrator and listener.
However, comfort and resolution come at significant cost to the moral
integrity of the narrator, who must not only minimize the suffering
of other liminals (patients) but even abandon them in favor of higher
status and greater efficiency. In this example, the student’s choice of
the fabular form is an attempt to shoe-horn the dilemma into a tidy,
compact structure often used to socialize its listeners to proper roles
and behaviors. As with other restitution stories in our sample, the prob-
lem is clear: the medical student is moved to pick up the “wonderful
little person,” but the impulse violates hospital norms, as conveyed by
the irate resident. The student quickly attempts to reduce the anxiety
engendered by the resident's intervention by seeking resolution—the
“moral” of the story.

In this case, the overriding principle is conformity to the “rule”
of protection against infant abduction. In the interests of restoring
emotional equilibrium and being perceived as rule-abiding by authority
figures such as the resident, the student is willing to sacrifice inculcated
family values such as “contact and compassion.” However, in mak-
ing this choice, the student identifies with institutional power at the
expense of personal integrity, abandoning both her own liminal self
and the liminal other (the suffering child). In an attempt to repudiate
the non-status and assuage the discomfiture of her liminality, she must
sacrifice her own sense of what is right.

Welcome to the betwixt and between state of liminals whose
condition is one of ambiguity and paradox, whose language is one
of gaps and gaffes.

Describing, Subscribing, and Inscribing Liminality

Liminal and liminality (derived from the Latin, linien, meaning
“threshold”) were introduced to anthropology in 1909 by Arnold Van
Gennep in his work on the rites of passage which accompany every
change of place, state, position, and age, and which are marked by
three phases:

Therese Jones, Felicia Cohn, and Johanna Shapiro 109

e separation: an initiate is first stripped of status and then detached
from an earlier fixed point in the social structure.

e limen: a passenger is inducted into an ambiguous period of
transition.

e aggregation: a subject is given a new status upon reassimiliation
into society and expected to behave in accordance with certain
customary norms and ethical standards binding on incumbents
in a system of such positions.?

In the second half of the 20th century, Victor Turner borrowed and
expanded Van Gennep’s concept of liminality, thereby ensuring wide-
spread use of it in anthropology and other fields such as performance
studies. Turner initially formulates the theory in a chapter, “Betwixt
and Between: The Liminal Period in Rites de Passage,” from The Forest
of Symbols. There he defines states as “relatively fixed or stable condi-
tions which include such social constancies as legal status, profession,
office, rank or degree” and characterizes the transitions between them
as “a process, a becoming, [and] a transformation.”?! Three years later,
he elaborates the “being and nothingness” of liminal personae (whom
he eventually designates as “threshold people”) in The Ritual Process:
Structure and Anti-Structure.® The subjects of the passage ritual are,
in the liminal period, structurally invisible though physically visible,
detected in what Turner describes as a somewhat “complex and bi-
zarre” symbolism that is attached to them, giving an outward and
visible form to an inward and conceptual process.”

For example, neophytes are defined by labels or names employed
to all those undergoing initiation into a different state of life. In
the realm of medical education, the designation of “student-doctor”
symbolizes being at once no longer classified as one thing (student)
and being not yet classified as another thing (doctor). This rhetorical
coupling not only signifies the essential ambiguousness of the position,
neither one thing nor the other, but also the desired endpoint of the
transformation, from one thing to another. In an analysis of medical
student stories, Charles Anderson identifies the maintenance and creation
of identity as one of four major narrative patterns and elucidates the
tension between students’ resistance to the loss of personal identity
and their longing for appropriation by the medical profession?! The
results of this slippage back and forth are complex and contradictory
narratives in which students inscribe medical hierarchy as “simultane-
ously hateful and desirable.”?
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