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n Canadian Studies, the complex concept of ‘liminality’

Ihas been used in a variety of ways. There is an
abundance of scholarship and research dealing with the
stage ‘betwixt and between,” as Victor Turner most famously

defined it (1964). This conference aims at re-mapping the

field, focusing on liminality and the liminal within Canada.

he terms ‘liminal’ and ‘liminality’ refer to multiple
Tlevels of meaning. Originally developed by cultural
anthropologist Arnold van Gennepin his seminal studies onrites
of passage in 1909, and re-discovered by Victor Turner in the
1960s, the spatial metaphor of ‘liminality’ has particularly since
the ‘Spatial Turn’ become a keyword in contemporary cultural
theory to refer to processes of identity negotiation connected
to experiences of transition. It has been used in connection
with terms such as ‘border, ‘frontier, and ‘threshold,
and in opposition to the equally metaphorical concept of
‘marginality.” While marginality connotes ‘periphery, and thus
mainly focuses on exclusion from and by dominant discourses,
liminality is concerned with the space of the borderline itself,

with feelings of ambiguity and ambivalence.

iminality can be experienced as challenging,
Luncomfortable, threatening, and disruptive, but also as
subversive and powerful, as a stage facilitating creativity and
change. In the context of (Anglo-) Canadian Studies, liminality
has been employed to discuss geographical frontiers such as
the Niagara Falls, the St. Laurence River, the Rocky Mountains,
the Canadian Prairies, British Columbia, Quebec, and the
Arctic, as well as symbolic frontiers including migration,
French-English relations, encounters between First Nations
and settlers and Northrop Frye’s ‘garrison mentality.” Liminality
has also been examined as an aesthetic concept in its relation

to the sublime and the uncanny.

s a theoretical concept, liminality can be of help

Afor an analysis of the constructedness of Canada’s
collective identity/identities as well as of individual processes
of identification and change. These observations lead us to
the following questions: How has the Canadian cultural
imaginary fashioned itself with regard to the ‘boundariness’
of its social and identificatory practices? Which role do
symbolic ‘frontiers’ play in Canadian discourses of self-
representation (with respect to inner-Canadian border areas,
but also in comparison to the U.S. American frontier)? How
do ethnic, sexual, and other minorities position themselves

in this nexus of liminal identities?




