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Title of Lesson:  An Anthropological View of Liminal Figures in Grapes of Wrath
Grade Level:  International Baccalaureate (IB) English 11

Supplementary Text:  Turner, Victor. The Forest of Symbols: Aspects of Ndembu Ritual. “Betwixt and Between: Liminal  Period.” Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1967.

Objective:  Provide students with alternative critical lens to view characters/group in Grapes of Wrath.

In grade 11, IB English students begin working with other methods of literary criticism beyond Reader Response and Formalism to build on critical thinking skills and prepare for more advanced writing. By reading Victor Turner’s essay on liminality prior to beginning Grapes of Wrath, they can apply Turner’s notion of liminality to Steinbeck’s novel as they read, which can help them gain insights into character and societal transformation.
In brief, Turner builds on Arnold Van Gennep’s concept on liminality, first published in 19909 in Rites de Passage. Van Gennep’s description of rites of passage identifies three stages:  ritual separation, liminality (limen is Greek for threshold), and return to the group after transformation or acquisition of new knowledge for the society. The liminal period, the time when magic happens, is of particular interest to Victor Turner and he defines attributes of this condition that could be applied to Tom Joad, Casey, and the displaced okies as a whole group. This leads to examination of the book itself as a rite of passage; do these characters experience transformation which is useful to the greater society? 

I’d begin by giving students a short lecture on the background of this anthropological theory, then give a few examples. Students can readily identify everyday examples of rites of passage such as a young man being drafted into the military. The young man is stripped of his identity—removed from his normal environment, hair shaved, clothing stripped from him in favor of anonymous uniform, even his name being taken away for a number—as he is removed to a mysterious and strange liminal area, Basic Training. Trickster Figures such as Drill Instructors instruct the initiate into the new knowledge required to become a solider. The rite of passage completes with the soldier restored to his society, transformed by this ritual process.  I would have the students brainstorm a few more ideas, and then send them home with the chapter from Turner’s book (attached PDF file/open with Acrobat) as well as asking them to identify key terms from the reading and at least four traits of liminal beings. 

[Teachers’ notes]  Turner describes people in this liminal transformation zone as having a degree of invisibility since “most of us only see what we expect to see” through cultural conditioning (think about the invisibility of the displaced/homeless in our society) (95).  Other attributes are that liminal beings are both classified and not classified at the same time, they exist in a paradoxical/ambiguous condition, they are symbolically sexless, own nothing, and have no distinctions of class or power while in the limen. They receive wisdom/new knowledge, which they bring back to the group after their transformation.
When students return the next day, we would discuss these traits and then introduce Grapes of Wrath. As they read, I would ask them to keep a journal one character or groups journey into the liminal area, tracking quotes to support their recognition of Turner’s ideas playing out in the novel. At the end we would evaluate the success of the characters “change in being” (102) and consider the “states” that they have moved between, the knowledge gained, and who the enabling tricksters might be. We could debate who changed the most and consider the rite of passage in terms of society itself.

It might be useful to examine the structure of the novel with this critical lens.  How would the interchapters shifting between the universal view and the specific, Joad family come into play if this is truly a rite of passage story?  I wish I could find a copy of Rickett’s “Breaking Through” essay, but I’ll keep looking. It might tap into this view as well.

Students should find this an interesting structure for their reading of the novel, and it will force them to consider inter-relationships between the characters and their individual growth. Turner described the liminal zone as a hostile but fertile area for change and it proves to be so for this society, as well as the characters. A follow-up could be to examine how American society was transformed as a result of this experience, and perhaps as a result of this novel.

