GHOSTS AND LI M NALITY: A BRI EF | NTRODUCTI ON

by George P. Hansen

CGhosts are odd. Are they alive? O are they dead? Are they
fact? O are they fiction? Are they natural? or supernatural ?
hal | uci nati ons? or real?

These questions are not new. They’' ve been asked for thousands
of years, yet they remain unresolved. Ghosts are inherently
anbi guous. So how can we understand thenf?

Ant hr opol ogi sts’ concept of limnality may hel p because it

addr esses phenonena that are anbi guous and paradoxical. The
word limnal cones fromlinen, neaning threshold, and limnality
refers to the condition of being betw xt and between. This
concept is not well known, and it's likely to be foreign to
nearly all persons involved with parapsychol ogy or ghost
research. Nevertheless, this anthropol ogi cal theory has

i nnuer abl e inplications for paranormal fields.?

Limnality applies to change, transition, and transformation--
conditions that are conducive to psi phenonena. For instance,
pol tergei st effects tend to occur around soneone in puberty. A
person at that stage in life is neither a child nor an adult,
but rather is betw xt and between those roles. Death is another
transition, and people are nore likely to experience psychic
phenonena near the death of soneone they know than during nore
normal periods. Every culture has rituals surrounding death; it
is amjor rite of passage. |In fact, analyses of rites of
passage led to the concept of limnality.

Anci ent peopl es recogni zed, and respected, the reality of
ghosts, and they had a deeper understandi ng of themthan we do
now. Those peoples used rituals to sumon and channel

super natural power, but they also knew that the power was
dangerous, and they had taboos surrounding it. W can benefit
by studying their ways of thought.

Ant hr opol ogi sts report that in earlier cultures, novices in
ritual initiations were frequently |ikened to “ghosts, gods, or
ancestors.”? But howin the world are ghosts like initiates?
That just doesn’t seemlogical to us. But the connection has
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proven to be illum nating, and other societies’ ideas will help
us understand ghosts.

Ol assification, Boundaries, and Binary Oppositions
Structural anthropol ogi sts have shown that so-called “primtive”
cultures often classified things in terms of binary oppositions.

The Fi gure bel ow shows some of the major binary oppositions
recogni zed by many soci eti es.

LIFE GOD HEAVEN MALE HUMAN

Ghosts Angels Bigfoot
Mystics Berdache
Mediums Werewol f
UFOs
Spirits Vampire
NDEs

DEATH HUMAN EARTH FEMALE  BEAST

Figure -- Major Binary Oppositions of Earlier Cultures
(Items initalics are |imnal persons or phenonena)

Usual |y one elenent in an opposition has greater power,
prestige, or privilege. Those in the top |ine have the higher
status. But it’s the area betw xt and between the binary
oppositions that's especially interesting. 1It’s a region of
anbiguity and uncertainty. |It’s also a real mof taboo, and for
earlier cultures, contact with that domain sonetines required
protective rituals.

Notice that all of the betw xt-and-between itens in the Figure
are paranormal or supernatural phenonena, or are persons
associ ated with such phenonena.

Spirits, ghosts, and near-death experiences (NDEs) chall enge the
all-too-sinple distinction between life and death. Mediuns
serve as nedi ators between the living and the dead.
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Mystics strive to unite with god; thus they blur the boundary
bet ween the human and the divine. They engage in extended
periods of prayer and neditation, and nystics have produced sone
of the nost dramatic paranormal phenonena ever reported (e.g.,

| evitation, mracul ous healings, nmultiplication of food).

Ber dache were persons in Anerican Indian tribes who took the
role of the opposite sex. Many of them becanme shamans, but even
t hose who didn’t were | ooked upon as havi ng supernatural power.

Angel s and UFGCs travel between the heavens and the earth.
Angel s relay religious nessages, and UFO occupants sonetines do
too. Bigfoot |ies between human and beast, and so do vanpires
and werewol ves. Sone North American Indian tribes knew t hat

Bi gf oot was not an ordinary animal. |If a nenber of the tribe
wanted to pursue such a creature, the individual had to be
ritually purified.® There was a contagi ous, unclean aspect to
encount eri ng Bi gf oot .

Par anor mal phenonena have a betw xt - and- bet ween aspect; as such,
they are limnal occurrences, and they display the properties
associated wwth imnality. Limnal persons, phenonena, and
events tend to blur boundaries, upset classification schenes,
and foster anbival ence and anbiguity. Such conditions are
dangerous, but they can al so be a source of supernatural power.

Rel evance for CGhost Research

CGhost research faces peculiar problens:

* For thousands of years ghosts have been reported, discussed,
and denied. Today the debates over their existence are as
heated as ever. They show no sign of being resol ved.

* Myvies such as The Sixth Sense, Ghost, and Ghostbusters have
been i mensely popul ar. Each has taken in hundreds of
mllions of dollars in box office receipts. 1In contrast, the
aver age support for serious ghost research published in
refereed, scientific, English-language journals is probably
| ess than $10,000 annually, and it nmay be | ess than half that
anount .

* No scientific institutions (with offices, buildings, paid
staff) are devoted to investigating the reality of ghosts.
There are virtually no university courses on ghost research
and there is no credi bl e academ c textbook on the topic.
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Those who try to investigate the phenonena are likely to be
housewi ves, police officers, or college students working on
their own nickel, with no support fromany institution.

* Active ghost research groups rarely last for nore than a few
years. Such organizations frequently fractionate and
di ssol ve, | eaving behind feelings of bitterness and
di sappoi nt nent .

» Conferences devoted to ghosts often include presentations on
UFGCs, Bigfoot, aliens, and channelers. The boundari es between
t hese topics are blurred.

e Many people will speak of their ghost experiences, but often
only in hushed tones, and maybe only to close friends. They
perceive a stigma associated with the phenonena.

The above facts are well known to ghost researchers, but they
rarely, if ever, are incorporated into theories of ghosts. Yet
any conprehensive theory nmust explain these difficulties and
peculiarities. Limnality theory directly addresses the
matters, and it is founded on understandi ngs of earlier

cul tures, which respected the reality of ghosts.

Li m nal phenonena are typically transient, epheneral, and have
an affinity for chaos, transition, and instability. They are

al so usually viewed as slightly disreputable. Ghosts thensel ves
are transient; their manifestations are unpredictable. They are
neither solid nor stable. The question of their reality is
perennially in dispute.

Marginality is a type of limnality, and ghost research is
vi ewed as exceedingly margi nal, even | aughable, by the
scientific establishment.

Anti-structure is a synonymof limnality in anthropol ogi cal
theory. The word reflects the transitory, unstable nature of
ghost research groups. Direct attenpts to engage the phenonena
have side effects; they lead to instability.

Strong mani festations of limnality tend to destabilize
establ i shed social orders--including bureaucratic institutions
of government, business, acadene, and religion. Such

i nstitutions unconsciously avoid contact with Iim nal
occurrences.
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Li m nal phenonena tend to blur together. Some suggest that
ghosts are telepathic hallucinations. Qhers ask if spirits

exi st, or whether some spirit phenonena are a function of other
psychic abilities (e.g., clairvoyant powers of nedi uns).

Pr of essi onal parapsychol ogists are still undeci ded whether there
is any real difference between ESP and psychoki nesis. These

i ssues of “blurred categories” have been argued for over a
century in psychical research

Li m nal phenonena are frequently presented in popul ar works of
fiction, but with fiction, a reader need not seriously consider
reality issues. Readers can indulge their fascination but
remai n di stant fromdirect encounter with phenonena.

Earlier cultures understood that |imnal conditions and persons
wer e dangerous; there were stigmas and taboos associated with
them Approaching otherworldly powers was not done casually.
Ritual protection was required. Today such notions are
considered to be “superstitious.” Such attitudes serve to
further marginalize the phenonmena and thus reinforce their
[imnality.

Suppl emrent ary Conment s

Li ke nost discussions of limnality, the one here has been
condensed. The full scope of the theory cannot be presented
briefly. The concept is abstract, and ny discussion has risked
giving readers a too-limted inpression. So |I should say a few
wor ds about its range of application.

The concept was initially explained by Arnold van Gennep (1873-
1957) and | ater advanced by Victor Turner (1920-1983) and then
by his student Barbara Babcock (1943- ). Van Gennep’s
formulation of limnality covered matters such as initiations,
vi sion quests, retreats into deserts by hermts, travelers,
strangers, sacred contexts, and territorial passage. Turner
expanded it to include: “subjugated autochthones, small nations,
court jesters, holy mendicants, good Samaritans, mllenarian
movenments, ‘dharma bums,’...and nonastic orders.”* It has since
been applied to literary theory, analysis of film theories of
post nodernity, and aspects of the Internet.

Such a junbl e nmay seem bi zarre, but conparative nethods of
ant hropol ogy do throw Iight on things that seem conpletely
unrel ated. Those nethods are not restricted by |linear cause-
ef fect thinking, which predom nates in nost sciences. They
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provi de a nore expansive vision for understandi ng ghosts,
suggest new ways to think about them and open up rel evant
literatures that nost scientists have ignored.?®
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ENDNOTES

1. The concept of limnality has been devel oped in folklore,
religious studies, literary criticism counseling psychol ogy,
performance studies, and other fields. The notion has proven
effective in understandi ng shamanism religious ritual, and the
trickster figure of nythology. Readers with an anthropol ogi cal
background may recogni ze sone of the synonynms and near-synonyns
for limnality, which include: anti-structure, interstitiality,
communi tas, betw xt and between. Marginality and outsiderhood
are types of limnality.

There are a few commentators who have understood the rel evance
of limnality to the paranormal. Stanley Krippner, an expert on
dreans and a pioneer in dreamtel epathy (and an em nent
authority in humani stic and transpersonal psychol ogy), has
recently published several papers that discuss limnality:
Conflicting Perspectives on Shamans and Shamani sm Points and
Count er poi nts (Anerican Psychol ogi st, 2002, Vol. 57, No. 11, pp.
962-977. Available at: http://ww.stanl eykri ppner.com papers/
conflicting _perspectives.htn); Dancing Wth the Trickster: Notes
for a Transpersonal Autobi ography (International Journal of
Transpersonal Studies, 2002, Vol. 21, pp. 1-18. Avail able at:
http://ww. st anl eykri ppner. conl paper s/ aut obi ogood. ht m; Trance
and the Trickster: Hypnosis as a Limnal Phenonenon (Journal of
Cinical and Experinental Hypnosis, 2005, Vol. 53, No. 2, pp.
97-118. Available at: http://ww.stanl eykri ppner. coni papers/
trance_trickster.htn).

Bar bara Wi sberg made use of the concept in her book Tal king to
the Dead: Kate and Maggi e Fox and the Rise of Spiritualism
(2004. San Franci sco, CA: Harper SanFranci sco).

David Tayl or and Peter Rogerson briefly nentioned the idea of
limnality in relation to haunted houses. See Taylor’s essay:
Spaces of Transition: New Light on the Haunted House (Avail able
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at: http://ww. indi gogroup. co. uk/ edge/ spaces. htm [First
published in At the Edge, No. 10, 1998]). See Rogerson’s essay:
And the Dogs Began to Howl (Magonia, No. 27, Septenber 1987, pp.
7-10). Rogerson also applied the concept to UFGs in his
article: Taken to the Limts (Magonia, No. 23, July 1986, pp. 3-
12).

The now-inactive online journal Limnal space (published 2000-
2003) carried a nunber of articles relevant to the paranornal.
Back issues can be downl oaded at: http://ww.|im nal space. co. uk/
downl 0ad%20l i m nal %20space. ht m

2. Turner, 1982, p. 27.
3. Buckley, 1980, p. 155.
4. Turner, 1969, p. 125.

5. Readers wanting nore discussion of these topics may wish to
peruse ny book’s Introduction, which is online at:
http://ww. tricksterbook. conmlIntro. htm
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