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I first came across the notion of “transitional space” in my reading of Donald Woods Winnicott, a British doctor and psychologist, whose paper on transitional phenomena, described as the “intermediate area of experiencing” (256) supports, in psychoanalytic terms, the idea of an on-going process in the constitution of subjectivity.  An effect between self and the other, subjectivity is never fixed.  Neither is, by analogy, any centre of power – the author, the nation, the state.  My paper explores the psychoanalytic necessity of the existence of a transitional space before it moves into the field of Literature and, specifically, into the literal space of drama production.  Starting therefore from the idea that the self is in a constant dialogue with the direct (family) and the broader (politics) environment, I resort to psychoanalysis and to the way individuals work out their relationship to this reality from the very beginning.  While my main interest is in psychoanalysis, I bring up later a work by Anton Chekhov for three reasons.  Firstly, to narrate the case of a doctor and playwright who, like Winnicott, was interested in the shaping forces of reality and, as a realist, emphasized the importance of environment in the formation of subjectivity.  Secondly, to explore the theme of transitional space in the play itself, namely “The Cherry Orchard”, which, if read psychoanalytically, is an exemplification of how the public and the private spheres clash or have to be partly sacrificed, compromised.  Thirdly, again in the context of psychoanalysis, to show how the individual has to negotiate his/her place in a world which is hardly stable.  Winnicott’s “transitional space” and Chekhov’s “The Cherry Orchard” allow me to discuss the scope for change, transition and realistic optimism that the socialist ethics had brought about back then and to gauge and measure such a potential nowadays.  Let me, therefore, begin by referring to what was an expedient tool for explaining the world at Chekhov’s time, Marxism.  

In 1898 a social-democratic party is founded in Moscow.  Being Marxism-oriented, its interests, even only the theoretical ones, would be not merely to explain the world but, largely, to change it.  Marxism is the philosophy, although Marx would replace this term with methodology, of how everyday life, from its minute details to its overall ruling concepts, contains a driving force within: class struggle.  This accounts both for the promise of freedom and, paradoxically, for its jeopardy at the same time.  At a time of extreme industrialization, class struggle made room for the emergence of a new class, the proletariat, which would fight for the establishment of new social ideals.  Socialism proclaimed the abolishment of class differences and the equal distribution of goods for everyone’s benefit.  A communal vision was being depicted, and socialism was its first stage, since it immediately made the world more hospitable to the individual.

Marxist theory showed a likeness for the space between classes, where the play of interests takes place, heralding the free play of the signifier in contemporary postmodern culture.  Social meaning or signification is generated by the clashing wills and desires of the classes.  Although consciousness and meaning are historically produced and somehow fixed within a specific context, so that each subject inescapably internalizes and repeats them, Marx acknowledges to socialism the scope for signification from scratch, as it respects and takes into consideration individual difference, encouraging it to express itself and challenge the external reality from which it sprang.

Speaking in terms of the real, I would like to extend this notion now over the other  two fields, apart from Marxist criticism, namely over Chekhov’s realism and over reality as viewed by psychoanalysis.  A cross-curriculum approach to the same thing is by far more interesting and, besides, one cannot produce judgments about the notion of transitional space without drawing connections between different fields of humanities.  Reverting therefore to psychoanalytic theory, the Marxist counterpart would be the Object Relations School, which translated psychoanalysis from a theory of unending desire, resulting from difference, to a theory of emotional nurture, resulting from social interplay.  Winnicott named the latter “transitional space”, referring to the way an individual grows through dependence towards a personal way of being.  Unlike the founder of psychoanalysis, Freud, who had described human development as a ruthless struggle against compliance with the environment, the role of which is to prohibit and frustrate in the name of the father, Winnicott emphasized that involvement with the environment can facilitate growth.  This involvement appears initially as a transitional space, which is the healthy form of mutuality, whereby man finds independence by acknowledging his dependence on others, by entering, in other words, into the hopes, fears, feelings and wishes of another person and by allowing him/her to do the same.

Transitional space confirms the necessity of reliability and collaboration among humans, classes or nations.  Speaking from a position of postmodern knowledge of the provisional identity of individuals and nations, of the liminality of all systems of thought or centers of power as well as of the subordination of the signified to the differentiating effects of the signifier, transitional space is exactly the gap from which meaning emerges.  Meaning and selfhood are localized in a place in-between, in the process of partial compromise for the sake of creation and integration.  With transitional space representing reality in small doses, the individual, in Winnicott’s view, is, as a result, in search of reality, not attempting to escape from it.

What about Chekhov’s heroes?  Having lived chronologically at some time between Marx and Winnicott, when Marxism was dominant while psychoanalysis was dominated by the superimposition of the Freudian ego, it is not a coincidence that Chekhov’s plays are concluded by the overwhelming effect of reality which leads to partial loss, abandonment or death.  Reality sets in and sets up its principles.  For Freudian psychoanalysis the conflict between pleasure and reality principle would conclude with the submission of the former to the latter, thereby allowing little scope to the individual for the fulfillment of his wishes.  Likewise in Chekhov, the common theme behind his plays is the incompatibility between dream and reality, internal and external life, the world of phantasy and the real world.

Something changes, however, in “The Cherry Orchard”, yielding us a play of controlled optimism with regard to the up-and-coming socialist ethics (the play was written in 1904), and resembling Winnicott’s affectionate psychoanalytic theory.  Let us see, first, the idea of a transitional space through Marx’s positions.  The working class passes on a humane ideology as it claims no property for itself but the abolishment of the very notion of egotistical selfhood and possession.  It bespeaks some universal injustice committed on the grounds of class division.  The working class expands itself and comprises all the contributors to social production and development, not only the workers, thus encouraging the communal form of property, since there is no privileged cast and everybody has the same relationship to the means of production.

Winnicott’s article “Transitional Objects and Transitional Phenomena” written in 1951, traces exactly how the infant passes from primitive aggression and ruthless possession of the mother at the beginning of his life to a sharing of her with the environment and an inclusion of other non-me objects, which start off unintentionally of course but initiate healthy independence for the individual who relates to them.  This paper is one of Winnicott’s most important.  It appeared in the International Journal of Psychoanalysis in 1953 and then in his Collected Papers: Through Paediatrics to Psychoanalysis.  With Winnicott and a number of other psychoanalysts of the Object Relations School, psychoanalysis shifts focus from the ego-istical ‘ego’ to the others, as it proves that we are what we are through relation to them.  Winnicott employed indeed the term transitional or potential space to designate the area of creative living, arguing thus that the latter comes about not through fortification of the ego against the others, but, instead, through relating to them.  

Let me now explain what a transitional phenomenon or object is.  To substitute for the maternal breast or body during weaning, the infant clings to an object which becomes his dearest possession.  It may be a teddy, a doll, a soft toy or a hard toy, a favourite blanket, handkerchief or napkin, an unshareable cloth that the infant needs around when traveling, eating or sleeping.  If it is not a thing, it may be a phenomenon, such as thumb-sucking, babbling or singing.  In either case we note a transition from possessing once a merged identity with the mother to one which is separate from her in the external world.  This process forms for Winnicott a transitional space which he defines as follows:

Of every individual who has reached to the stage of being a unit with a limiting membrane and an outside and an inside, it can be said that there is an inner reality to that individual, an inner world that can be rich or poor and can be at peace or in a state of war.  This helps, but is it enough?  My claim is that if there is a need for this double statement, there is also a need for a triple one: the third part of a life of a human being, a part that we cannot ignore, an intermediate area of experiencing, to which inner reality and external life both contribute.  (255-6) 

Winnicott adds that this object or mannerism is not important because it is a substitute for oral stimulation but because it constitutes a testing area between what is subjectively and objectively perceived.  The object is subjectively perceived in so far as it is idiosyncratic and unshareable, it allows the infant to lay claims on it – play, drag, destroy, suck or talk with it - and encourages him to attribute significance and signification.  It is symbolic because it encourages play, creativity and fantasy to unfold while at the same time it introduces the necessity of difference, since this object is not the mother, but something else.  The object as objectively perceived is something other than the mother or the infant, dissimilar from them, part of external reality, which the infant now must learn to manipulate.  The world which took away the mother from the infant provides an object, and now the infant must make do with it.  Winnicott’s contribution is his trust that this process, which seems like renunciation of what is loved, the mother, is the only medium for self-realization.

It is important to note that recourse to this object or phenomenon may reappear in adult life, as a defence mechanism against anxiety, whenever that is the individual feels that his ‘membrane’, as Winnicott so delicately put it, between inner reality and external necessity is threatened.  There is no way an individual can proceed from the original state of living according to the pleasure principle to giving in to what reality dictates unless there is a good enough mothering at the beginning of his life.  Winnicott emphasizes the importance of the mother, not only as a figure, but as the first subject, or object, as seen from the infant’s point of view, that completely corresponds to the infant’s needs.  An amount of illusion is necessary for the individual to tolerate later the effects of frustration.  A good enough mother is one that teaches the infant control of reality through manipulation, one that shows an unresented preoccupation with the infant before she gradually lessens her active adaptation to the infant’s needs.  

The slow incremental disappearance of the mother has a painful but constructive impact on the baby’s experience.  As the gap between his desire and satisfaction grows, he begins to realize that he is not omnipotent.  He feels dependent for the first time.  There is a growing awareness that the world consists of many subjectivities and that satisfaction of one’s desires demands negotiation with other persons.  This circle of illusion-disillusionment is vital for the child’s development, and we should not underestimate the former, as the infant has to believe that there is initially a reality which completely corresponds to what it can create.  Faith in the nurturing environment will facilitate growth and cultural participation.  The transitional object or phenomenon, whatever form it takes, links these two most incompatible worlds, the dreaming, subjective, inner reality and the self that can join in, the self that is constituted through recognition and consolidated through negotiation.  Being a full subject means then that one is never free from the strain of relating inner and outer reality, and that relief from this strain is provided always by finding an intermediate area of experience, such as the production of art.

Chekhov, on his part, practiced both Medicine and Literature.  He showed great faith in the good upbringing and interest in the human character, especially when man is overwhelmed by the powerful forces of circumstance.   He recorded the complex inner activity and turmoil of emotions in the most ordinary everyday living, exposing more than often man’s inactivity in front of reality and sympathizing with his helplessness.  His theatre aimed to show life and men as they are.  This he did with compassion, so that his realism implies that men are really taking pains to come to grips with a host of feelings, ranging from sadness, despair and loneliness to utter depression, as well as to fit their dreams into reality. 
For those of you not familiar with the play, I will provide you with a short summary of its plot.  The play starts with the theme of homecoming.  Ania and her mother, Madame Ranevsky, come back from Paris to find that their family estate is about to be sold at auction for debt.  However, not being aware of the seriousness of the situation, they postpone thinking about saving money.  They seem to be at a loss in front of the beauty of the cherry orchard, to which each character responds subjectively, as if the orchard were designed specifically for him:  “If there’s one thing interesting, one thing really outstanding in the whole country, it’s our cherry orchard” (Act One).  For Liubov Andryeevna and the rest of the characters, this space is the place of all negotiations.  Theatre, of course, by nature, creates a scene, a space which can’t help being transitional if it is for the plot and the characters to unfold.  “The Cherry Orchard” justifies the existence of transitional space in psychoanalytical and political terms as well.  On the one hand, the play is rich in recollections concerning shaping forces of one’s childhood.  As Liubov again recollects in the light of selling her beloved orchard:

I was born here, you know, my father and mother lived here, and my grandfather, too, and I love this house – I can’t conceive life without the cherry orchard, and if it really has to be sold, then sell me with it…(Αct Three).

This is the world subjectively perceived – and, to be honest, it can hardly be otherwise.  Moreover, it is a world where separation has not been lived yet, therefore appears as most painful.  Liubov’s identity is merged with the orchard as she perceives it – and here I will be using Winnicott’s terms: it stands for the object of the first, or maternal, relationship.  It antedates reality – or realistic relationships, if you will.  It is a possession and, although external by nature, it is internalized so that it acquires subjective characteristics.  It is observed by others, but cannot have a comparable significance for them.  It is provided by the world but transformed by the subject.  However, and hopefully, being transitional it will resist the subject’s control or manipulation and will teach him/her to cope with loss or separation and to accept difference.  From then on, development and survival rest on one’s ability to cope with a world where nothing should be taken for granted, where meanings are not fixed and where external reality does not magically correspond to one’s needs but one should work for it.

It is part of the process of maturation to be able to tolerate loss.  The cherry orchard is indeed a transitional object in the sense that it introduces loss and the life after it.  The more the characters fear and expect the worst, that they will definitely be deprived of their estate, the more they develop a surprisingly strong defense against this fact.  Confronting real world relationships, Ania admits to the idealized relationship that had kept her connected to the place: “Why is it that I don’t love the cherry orchard as I used to?  I used to love it so dearly, it seemed to me that there wasn’t a better place in all the world than our orchard” (Act 2).  

Though there is a sense of pity expressed for the fallen aristocracy of Ranyevskaia, it is not unfair to watch the cherry orchard pass into the hands of Lopakhin, whose “father and grandfather were serfs”, who “weren’t even admitted to the kitchen” of this estate (Act 3).  The property has run full circle to the hands of those who once worked for it.  For the rest, the principle of reality, which is imposed to deprive them of what seems indispensable to their existence, is both potentially enriching, in the way that it prepares them for a new life, and reassuring as well, as it sets limits to fantasy and motivates them to find their place in the world without clinging to past habits:

We’ll plant a new orchard, even more splendid that this one – and when you see it, you’ll understand everything, your heart will be filled with happiness, like the sun in the evening; and then you’ll smile again, Mamma! Come with me, darling, do come!...(Act 3)
After the inevitable has happened, the characters readjust themselves more than well and look forward to a new life.  Homeleaving at the end of the play is meaningful because there is meaning in losing.  Transitional space is a third alternative between self and the other, a space which provides more than the sum of its parts.  In Winnicott’s words, it “unites by separating” (96).  Though friendly to a subject’s most inner reality, it is not exclusive to it.  Familiarizing thus the subject with the idea of losing, it teaches him that reality is collectively constituted and that self and the other need to collaborate for it.    

Chekhov implies that acknowledgement of and a sense of duty towards the others is necessary for the advancement of humanity.  Likewise Marx had reckoned with the existence of a fundamental material reality that supersedes the subject.  Still Chekhov insisted on describing his plays as ‘comedies’, implying that out duties towards others can be tolerated and have a pleasant side after all.  Likewise Winnicott suggested that the subject cannot deny or defy the others and the environment, because only in it and through them can he exist defiantly as a human being.  All three men questioned the potential of human freedom within a given reality and played, more or less, with the same ideas:  it was “transitional object” or “phenomenon” for Winnicott, transitional space for Chekhov and transitional process for Marx.  Undoubtedly, as they say, similar climates produce similar flora and fauna across Europe and a small biographical note on all three would reveal that writing is inevitably connected with living: Marx knew from first hand the socialist and communist philology of workers in Germany and France, Chekhov watched the proletarization of rural impoverished Russia and Winnicott worked with evacuated children before, during and after the two world wars.  Let us, therefore, recapitulate the issue by watching the various transitions in chronological order.

Marxism, after Marx, who lived between 1817-1883, was the result of the development of the social thought and of the awareness of the objective laws of reality by the working class across different countries in Europe.  To stave off the determinism that stems from above, from the ruling class, Marx had deposited his hopes on the middle class, which is revolutionary.  For Marx, history is a progress triggered not by the ruling powers, but by the relations of production.  Interest lies, in other words, not in the occupation of a fixed position, but in the struggle in-between the classes.  Historical change is determined by the conflicting relations of production.  It is dynamic, much as life history is enacted always in the space of transition from the individual to the collective state of being.  This dichotomy is cancelled by a political system in which every individual realizes that society is not something that exists independent of him, but, rather, that he holds a strong formative role of it and that he is responsible for participating and expressing himself in it.  Marx’s socialism aimed at organizing the individual potential as primarily oriented towards expressing itself in social aspects, so that social powers would no longer be something foreign or adverse to the individual, whereas his communal vision of the world aimed at emancipating the subject from social powers at all, because it abolished individual property.  The history of possessive individuality, within which every human being remains isolated from the environment and insulated in its ego-istic space, implies necessarily polemical and exploitative intentions towards the others for the sake of the subject’s survival.  It was the task of psychoanalysis a few years later to voice the exact same condition as the necessity of the individual to exist in unison with parental and cultural demands.

Literature at that time turned towards realism and naturalism to rectify man’s relationship to the external reality.  Anton Chekhov, who lived between 1860-1904, was very sensitive to depicting the restricting effects of reality on imagination, a painful yet very healthy condition, as psychoanalysis would confirm. I remind you that, according to Winnicott, a transitional object, coming from external reality, gradually disempowers the illusionary relationship that the infant holds to the mother, enabling him/her to relate to people as a whole.  This is, by the way, one explanation why mainly the novel and the drama, and not poetry, for example, flourished in Realism, as only these two literary forms were disciplined enough to sustain the conforming effects of reality.  “The Cherry Orchard” portrays, among others, the political situation in Russia after the emancipation of serfs and the decline of aristocracy and, in a wider context, the transitional status of Russia compared with the West and with the colonizing tendencies of Europe.  

But literature can only portray, and not resolve, issues that remain up to the present debatable.  Winnicott lived later than the others (1896-1971) and long enough to watch two world wars and to rewrite psychoanalysis urgently as a theory of emotional nurture and exchange and to insist on reciprocity with the environment rather than selfish appropriation of it.  This task is never completed painlessly.  Ours is a transitional world, postmodern, postcolonial, unable to define itself unless a prior era is mentioned and thus granting us a borderline existence (Bhabha, 168).  In this world, there remains the inherent difficulty in regard to human contact with external reality.  We, as learners, teachers, researchers and citizens of the world,  could learn a lot about contemporary political life by taking good advantage of the transitional spaces which are being formed, or

by posing systematically the question of what it would be like for society to become, in Winnicott’s sense, a “facilitating environment” for its citizens.  In thinking this idea through, one would come upon an enriched conception of the meaning of liberal “individualism”: not selfishness, but [to paraphrase Marx] the ability to grow and to express oneself; not solitary self-sufficiency, but “subtle interplay”; not the transcendence of human passions, but [to close with Chekhov] the secure “holding” of human need and imperfection.  (Nussbaum, 7)     
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