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Preface

This is a book about the intricate ways in which belonging and narrative condition
each other, and about the ways in which their relation can elucidate our under-
standing of narrative art and of the art of the novel in particular. Belonging as
I conceive it is not an anthropological given; it is continuously produced in and
through narrative. I like to think of it as basic constituent of human being—the
yearning for a place in the world without which both place and world would crum-
ble. Moreover, I think that much of narrative’s sweeping allure (it can be found in
any culture) stems from its capacities to emplot and emplace our lives. The traction
that narrative has gained in recent theories of identity is a powerful testimony
to the fertile relation between belonging and narrative that is the concern of this
book. And while life-stories are becoming more and more novelesque in our thor-
oughly mobilized, digitalized, and crisis-ridden age a popular fantasy of the self
as a writer (enhanced by new possibilities of self-publishing) is that of the novelist.
We tell and we listen to stories because we yearn to belong, and ever since
its modern inception the novel has become a viable testing ground in this mat-
ter. With its endlessly malleable form, its preferred tropes of quest and trial, and
its oddly detached characters in search for meaning and mooring, the novel is a
perfect candidate for such exploitation. If and how we belong—by way of leaving
home, building new homes, dwelling in multiple homes (some of which might be
imaginary), or dismissing the idea of home all together—depends largely on nar-
rative. This book argues that the novel, with its generic affinities to troubled states
of belonging, has incessantly shaped both the yearning for a place in the world and
the narrative vectors and affective currencies in which such a place can be forged.
The final stretch of writing this book in the winter of 2015/16 coincided with the
daily realities and reports of staggering numbers of refugees leaving their homes
in search for a more salient future—mobilized by war, social injustice, and elec-
tronic media. Today’s world is a world in which rumors, news, stories, and images
circulate in the blink of an eye to even the remotest corner of the globe, with vast
impact on our sense of the near and the far, the neighbor and the foreigner. The
geopolitical consequences of the recent upheavals are still unforeseeable, but from
redrawing maps to charting itineraries and (de)regulating borders, and from re-
structuring places and communities to mending broken biographies narrative will
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play a crucial role in the outcome. For better or for worse, the world we will inhabit
in the future depends on the stories that we tell ourselves today.

Among scholars of literature and culture, however, narrative has yet to recov-
er from the bad reputation that it gained in the wake of poststructuralism. As
a “structure of desire, a structure that at once invents and distances its objects
and thereby inscribes again and again the space between signifier and signified”
(Stewart ix) narrative is thought to be generative of symbolic order, and symbolic
order is viewed as the executive branch of ideology. No doubt, narrative and ide-
ology are natural allies (not least because all ideology asserts narrative form). But
narrative is also a practical component of dwelling in the world. We use it to con-
nect sense impressions and memories; to orient ourselves in the world and famil-
iarize us with places and people; to draw boundaries between inside and outside,
public and private; to build institutions and regulate our attachments. Both socio-
and psychogenesis relies on it. From an anthropological perspective narrative has
been aptly described as “one of the large categories or systems of understanding
that we use in our negotiation of reality, specifically [...] with the problem of tem-
porality; [wolman’s time-boundedness, and [her] consciousness of existence with-
in the limits of mortality” (Brooks xi). This is a useful starting point to think about
the fertile relation between belonging and narrative for sure. But is narrative not
just as invested in our existence in space? Our relation to space may be more tan-
gible than our relation to time, more pragmatic and this-worldly than our quarrels
with mortality and the existential unknowability of our own death, but it is just as
crucial to our sense of belonging, and certainly no less reliant on narrative.

My interest in narrative as a practical component of dwelling in the world
thrives on my wish to complicate, and perhaps even move beyond representational
assumptions about narrative that dominate our understanding of what narrative
is and does to this day. I have learned much from structuralism and narratology,
especially from their shared tendency to view literature as an integral and quan-
tifiable part of human signifying practice, and I owe a considerable debt to Peter
Brooks’s psychoanalytic approach to narrative as a system of understanding that
progressively unfolds over time, driven by the dynamics of memory and desire in
its creation of meaning and form. But I disagree with a bedrock assumptions of
these theories; namely, that narrative is superimposed retrospectively on an expe-
rience (or an entire existence) that is on some deeper level unmediated, and as such
part of the non-narrative flux of the real. Based on my understanding of media
as something that we both use and are—yes, our bodies are media, and they are
places, too—I believe that no matter how deeply we delve into the fabric of our be-
ing, our experiences are never unmediated. Against the rigid oppositions between
subject and object, or life and narrative that such (often tacit) implications about
raw experience and secondary mediation bring to bear on our understanding of
narrative, this study assumes that being in the world always entails being engaged
with the world; that narrative is a basic mode and mediator of this engagement;
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and that living and telling our lives are continuous and interdependent because of
our deep-seated need to belong.

In short, this book is invested in moving beyond narrative as a mode of repre-
sentation to learn more about narrative use. Its job is to put forth an understanding
of narrative as an endlessly useful resource of orientation and emplacement that
both feeds and is fuelled by narrative art. Like any work of theoretical ambition
(and, as it happens, like any novel), this book searches and squabbles rather than
posits and proves. My endeavors to chart a narrative theory based on the human
need to belong have led me to traditions as divergent as philosophical anthropolo-
gy, human geography and social psychology. Some of these traditions are explicitly
engaged in ongoing efforts to rethink the relation of life and narrative. Others
offer insight into the inherently progressive constitution of space and place, “the
unutterable mobility and contingency of space-time” (Massey, Space, Place 5)
that, in turn, prompts questions about narrative’s stakes in both propelling and
coping with these dynamics. But what does all of this have to do with art? And
what is the role that literature plays in these narrative operations? Taking my cue
from social psychology, I argue that the stories we live by draw from those artistic
(and often fictional) narratives that we consume when we read novels and comics,
watch movies and television, play computer games, etc. The widely shared hun-
ger for narrative artifacts at work in this pattern made me wonder why our life
stories gravitate so notably toward them. And when thinking about the matter in
the light of this study it occurred to me that one thing that makes these artifacts
so immensely attractive for someone who yearns to belong is an amplified sense
of narrative agency. I use the term to describe the capacity to make choices about
the telling of one’s story and impose them on, relate with, and ultimately be in the
world. A main claim that I unfold in this book is that the novel exploits this kind
of agency (which happens to be just as endlessly malleable as its searching form)
to the end of suturing troubled life-worlds. In fact, since its modern inception the
novel has been so conducive to dealing with troubled states of belonging that it
became the main provider of the narrative frames and formulas that modern indi-
viduals need to dwell in the world.

But this book does not attempt to cover all the varieties or even the basic types
of narrative forms and agencies that have gained shape in and through the art
of the novel. Instead of writing a survey of this development, I chose four icon-
ic American sites—the frontier, the region, the ghetto, the homeland—to explore
how four paradigmatic American novels give voice and form to concerns with
belonging particular to these sites. Of course, there are other sites, novels, and
concerns with belonging than those dealt with here, and as any student of nar-
rative knows, a different selection and combination would have amounted to a
different story. The story that I tell through my examples takes us to a series of
conflicted sites of U.S. cultural history that are prone to bring out both the salience
and significance of having a place in a changing world, and the proactive role that
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narrative assumes in the making und unmaking of this place. The letter, the sketch,
the found object, and the brain-as-storytelling-machine are the main protagonists
in this story, and their adventures revolve around mending and suturing troubled
life-worlds. Charles Brockden Brown’s frontier gothic Edgar Huntly, or, Memoirs of
a Sleepwalker (1799) exploits its narrator’s compulsive habits of letter-writing and
sleepwalking to stage a narrative act of recovering a haunted ground previously
traversed with no proper sense while uncovering a state of impossible belonging.
Sarah Orne Jewett’s regionalist masterpiece The Country of the Pointed Firs (1896)
endorses the “minor” art of the sketch in an exercise of familiarization and attach-
ment that destabilizes both the medium of the book and the genre of the novel at
a time when defamiliarization and detachment become the hallmarks of narra-
tive art. Henry Roth’s Call It Sleep (1934), written with the ambition that ethnic
literature should absorb the experimental impulse of modernism, mediates the
experience of immigration through a fearful Jewish boy with a rare gift of gather-
ing objects, people, and stories to dwell in them. And Richard Powers’s The Echo
Maker (2006) depicts the Midwestern homeland as a product of two interactive
eco-systems: the life-sustaining environment and the nonstop narrating human
brain, one geological, the other neurological, one endangered by global capitalism
and post-9/11 trauma, the other threatened by a brain disease that spreads through
colliding storylines.

At the end of my story I hope to have made tangible how the human need to
belong operates as a driving force of literary production, and vice versa; and how
the American novel, because it comes from a place where belonging is even less of
a given then in other parts of the modern world, makes for a particularly rich field
of study in this regard. Hence, much will be said in this book about what narrative
brings to the human need to belong, and how narrative art and the art of the novel
are involved with this need. But even if my story persuades its readers that narra-
tive is a practical component of dwelling in the world—can one actually be at home
in it? My answer to this question is simple: To the tenuous degree that one can be at
home at all, it is in and through narrative. There is no other way.

Writing this book in a language that is not my mother tongue has taught me a lot
about not belonging, or not quite belonging—about the comfort that is lacking
when being unable to tap into the secret wisdom of one’s own language where
thoughts turn in circles or come to a halt. Writing this book as a member of an ac-
ademic institution made me aware of that institution as a place of support and care.
This book grew out of my Habilitationsschrift at Freie Universitit Berlin, titled
“No Place Like Home: The Ontological Narrativity of Belonging and the American
Novel, 1799—1934—2006.” I am grateful to Winfried Fluck, whose unwavering
support and intellectual guidance have been instrumental not only to completing
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my Habilitation and this book but to my entire academic career. And I am grateful
to Susanne Rohr, who has accompanied every stage of this book and the ques-
tions about belonging and narrative that it raised in its author, and who has be-
come a close friend along the way. I also wish to thank my colleagues at the John
F. Kennedy Institute for North American Studies at FU Berlin, where this book
was conceived and most of it written, especially Heinz Ickstadt, Ulla Haselstein,
Andrew Gross, Florian Sedlmeier, and Johannes Vélz, for glorious years of collabo-
ration. The German Academic Exchange Service generously funded a research stay
at the University of California at Berkeley in 2011/12, and I am grateful to Anton
Kaes for being an inspiring and generous host. Helmut Lethen invited me to IFK
Internationales Forschungszentrum Kulturwissenschaft in Vienna in 2015/16,
where I was able to revise my Habilitationsschrift for publication in conversa-
tion with him, Hartmut Béhme, Penelope Deutscher, Michael Hagner, and Katja
Petrowskaja, and I am grateful for that. Sieglinde Lemke and Wolfgang Hochbruck
have provided a home at the University of Freiburg for me at a crucial junction in
my career, and I am immensely grateful for that as well. Over the years of working
on this book, I have benefitted from the generous support of many people, among
them Charles Altieri, Rita Felski, Frank Kelleter, Giinter Leypoldt, Philipp Loffler,
Ruth Mayer, Donald Pease, John Carlos Rowe, Ramén Saldivar, Joshua Shannon,
and Hayden White. I am fortunate that many of those mentioned here not only
offered their guidance in giving feedback on chapters and talks, writing support
letters, and drawing my attention to unknown texts but also their friendship.
Dominik Fungipani, Kalina Janeva, Rieke Jordan, Evelyn Kreutzer, and Anirudh
Sridhar have been indispensible in proofreading and setting the manuscript in its
various stages. And Daniel Bonanati and Anne Poppen at transcript have been
miraculously suave and efficient in getting the manuscript published.

Some of the material in this book has appeared elsewhere in earlier form and
is reprinted here with permission. A shorter version of Chapter 1 appeared in New
Literary History 46.1 (2015). Portions of Chapter 5 appeared in Re-Framing the
Transnational Turn in American Studies, ed. Winfried Fluck, Donald E. Pease and
John Carlos Rowe (Dartmouth, NH: University Press of New England, 2011), and
in Ideas of Order: Narrative Patterns in the Novels of Richard Powers, ed. Antje
Kley and Jan Kucharzewski (Heidelberg: Winter, 2012). And a previous version of
Chapter 2 appeared in Towards a Post-Exceptionalist American Studies, ed. Win-
fried Fluck and Donald E. Pease, REAL 30 (2014).

This book is dedicated to Dustin Breitenwischer, who is familiar with every
thought processed in it, and who has shaped its final form through countless con-
versations in our various homes and en route between them. Belonging has gained
a brighter and broader horizon with him in my life, and I thank him for that with
my whole being.
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1 Belonging, Narrative, and the Art of the Novel

Having mastered her adventures in Oz, Dorothy learns the secret of the ruby red
slippers: There is no place like home. Repeating the phrase over and over, she calls
her home into existence. There is indeed no place like home unless one calls for it.
And there is no reason to call unless that place seems uncertain. But something is
curious about this lesson, and this something becomes tangible in its repetition.
Does the phrase mean that there is no place like home? This would attest to an al-
most sacred exclusiveness. Or does it mean that there is no place like home, which
would attest to its elusiveness or even sheer absence? As one meaning dovetails the
other, there is an eerie sense that home may be forever gone, or, once seen from Oz,
turn out to never have existed. Alas, the return that stands at the end of Dorothy’s
story does not put an end to the concerns with where, how, and to whom she be-
longs that made her leave home in the first place—and that are perhaps the single
most powerful generator of narrative.

Belonging as I conceive it is an inescapable condition of human existence—“not
just being, but longing” (Bell 1), the desire for a place in the world without which
both place and world would crumble. To feel and direct this longing we need a
mediating structure; narrative is that structure. Just think of the many people who
write diaries in times of trouble, and stop once things have smoothened out. In
turning to narrative, we grapple with unsettling experiences and conduct the se-
mantic, psychic, and geographic movements unleashed by them within the shifting
parameters of space and time. Narrative’s sweeping allure (it can be found in any
culture) thrives on its promise to give meaning and mooring to our lives (which
may include the dissolution of old and obsolete ties). Where, how, and to whom we
belong depends on the stories we tell (or do not tell) ourselves. Today, matters of
belonging are most rigorously debated in the contexts of transnationalism, post-
colonialism, and queer and gender studies, usually to highlight states of troubled
belonging caused by experiences of migration, diaspora, racist or sexist discrim-
ination. These debates have brought out the centrality of these experiences in the
formation of modern cultures, and they have been crucial in replacing notions of
belonging as set (and saturated) in stable (and unjustly distributed) correlations
of place and self with an understanding of belonging as inherently fabricated and
provisional. Salman Rushdie’s “imaginary homelands,” Homi Bhabha’s “third
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space,” Mary-Louise Pratt’s “contact zones,” Paul Gilroy’s “black Atlantic,” Iain
Chamber’s “impossible homecomings,” and James Clifford’s preference of “routes”
over “roots” capture this critical impetus.

I have learned much from these debates, and I fully subscribe to their insistence
on the tenuous, quintessentially performative nature of belonging, its contested
and often precarious relation to space, race and gender, its nostalgic inclinations
and cosmopolitan potential. For my own purposes, however, the (identity) politi-
cal framework of these debates is limiting. Rather than focusing on particular sets
of experiences, their proper recognition, and their capacity to resist hegemonic
renderings of belonging (the national homeland, the nuclear family), I want to
consider belonging as an anthropological premise of narrative. Yet pursuing this
interest against the backdrop of these debates throws into sharp relief the racist,
sexist, and imperialist implications that are couched in the notion of the human in
part through its relation to narrative. In fact, narrative art, and the art of the novel
in particular, were essential to creating the sense of self that (with its enlightened
capacities of inner growth, rational conduct and critical interrogation) has come
to define what it means to be human in the modern age. So yes, the human is a
haunted point of reference, far easier dismissed from a position of white privilege
than from one of systematic exclusion (to this day black activism gains force by
insisting on its share of the human)—and hence vexed with the very dynamics of
belonging that this book sets out to explore.!

In pairing belonging and narrative I hope to gain a new angle from which to
address what narrative is and does; or rather, what we do with it, what it does with
and for us, and why we are so endlessly inclined to engage with it.> With this focus,
I am less concerned with narrative as a mode of representation and more with
narrative use. In foregrounding the practical and pragmatic dimension of narra-
tive, my study aligns itself with the work of scholars such as Barbara Herrnstein
Smith, James Phelan, and, more recently, David Rudrum, in its conviction that

“any definition of narrative that ignores the importance of use is [...] incomplete”
(200). While our engagement with narrative can certainly not be reduced to use in
a utilitarian sense, it always occurs “on a particular occasion” and “for some pur-
pose” (Phelan, Rhetoric 218). This also means that engaging with narrative always

1 From the first slave narratives written in support of the abolitionist movement to Ta-Nehisi
Coates’s recent protest essay Between the World and Me, “being human” serves as a rallying point
against racial discrimination and injustice. The main reason for this insistence is, of course, the
fact that modern slavery was based on a systematic denial of humanity to those degraded to the
status of property. | discuss how Edward P. Jones’s neo-slavery novel The Known World exploits
these vexed aspects of belonging in my essay “Property, Community, and Belonging.”

2 Theheightened attention that narrative has recently gained in theorizing identity, social action and
agency is a powerful testimony to the conundrum of belonging and narrative that is the concern of
this book. See Somers, Ezzy, Gergen and Gergen, Taylor, Ricoeur, “Narrative Identity,” Cavararo.
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has practical value—a value that exists in relation to those who use it and their
everyday needs. Based on these premises, what I put forth in this opening chapter
is an understanding of narrative as an endlessly useful resource of orientation and
emplacement on which we draw to shape, order, and sustain our relation with the
world and everything in it. I argue that we engage in narrative to reach a more ad-
ept state of belonging; and that, in this basic sense, narrative is foundational to our
being in the world, especially to our practical need for emplacement.

Moreover, building on this anthropological approach to narrative, I propose
an understanding of narrative art in which the novel, with its endlessly malleable
and searching form, assumes a special place. The following four chapters are med-
itations on this place, each based on one novel with its own situational and for-
mal ramifications for the project of theorizing narrative use based on the human
need to belong, and conjointly reaching across four centuries in probing narra-
tive modes of emplacement and agency. These novels are American novels, which
means they come from a place where belonging is even less of a given then in other
parts of the modern world. They will take us to four iconic and conflicted sites
of U.S. cultural history—the frontier, the region, the ghetto, the homeland—that
are prone to bring out both the salience and significance of having a place in a
changing world, and the proactive role that narrative assumes in the making und
unmaking of this place.

Uses oF NARRATIVE

In a most basic sense, narrative is a kind of language use in which an act of telling
serves the end of interconnecting dispersed elements across space and time, gen-
erally to reconstruct what has happened. And just as any other kind of language
use, narrative is inherently dialogic—which is, of course, crucial to its use. It is
geared toward a receiver with the hope of engaging her in an act of exchange. This
exchange is never neutral; on the contrary, it always entails a desire for change in
the receiver, be it of opinion, feeling, or mood. But change will not occur unless
the receiver gets in on the narrative act. Participation can be light and wavering, a
cruising through a narrative to grasp the plot and indulge in select passages (Bar-
thes, Pleasure 10-13), but ideally it takes the form of playing along with the de-
mands put forth by a specific mode of exchange. Yet no matter how we participate,
it is the particular and concrete form of a narrative that regulates the terms of
participation and exchange.

Theorists have described the dialogic dimension of narrative in terms of con-
tract, transfer, transference, transaction, and feedback loops (Barthes, Pleasure 95-
96; Iser, Fictive 236-48; Fluck (building on Iser), Romance 365-84; Brooks, Reading
216-37; Schwab, Subjects 22-48; Phelan, Fiction 5), and they have defined its pur-
pose or use in terms of pleasure, desire, imaginary self-extension, and inner growth.

15
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In all of these cases, time is the implied measure of purpose and use. Engaging in
narrative can yield a pleasure that either confirms or disrupts the continuity of
one’s self (Barthes, Pleasure 14). It can keep the boundaries of the self open over
time (Iser, Prospecting 242-248; Schwab, Subjects 22-28). And in progressing from
beginning to end, it can cultivate of judgment (Phelan, Fiction 133-148), advance
fictional justice and recognition (Fluck, Romance 389-400; 446-449), and endorse
and suspend the death-bound logic of time (Brooks, Reading 107-112). Given the
widely accepted understanding of narrative as a representation (and hence recon-
struction) of events that have happened in the past, and given the vast body of
theoretical work dedicated to the structural and philosophical problems that arise
from this retrospective mode of engaging with the world, this inclination is hardly
surprising.’> Some of the most sweeping and philosophically ambitious narrative
theories (Paul Ricoeur’s Time and Narrative, Peter Brooks’s Reading for the Plot)
conceive narrative as a dialogical model of understanding that is especially useful
to grapple with the problem of human temporality and time-boundedness. They
examine, for instance, how narrative, in both structuring time and progressively
unfolding over time, teaches us basic lessons about the difference between past,
present and future, or time and memory; and how narrative provides a virtual
playing field for staging conflicts between Eros and the death drive, ultimately to
the end of confronting our mortality (Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, Vol. 3.; Brooks,
Reading 90-112).

So yes, narrative is an immensely useful resource when it comes to grappling
with the complex and intangible realities of time, and in unfolding over time it
can generate such marvelous things as insight, awareness, affirmation, and joy. But
are the ties to human temporality as exclusive in determining narrative use as it
appears through the lens of this scholarship? Consider, for instance, that narrative
creates spatial (with Mikhail Bakhtin we may say “chronotopic”) orders without
which it would be incomprehensible. Such orders are always symbolically laden
through hubs of power, areas with restricted access, conflicting regions (country
vs. city), or journeys to foreign places. According to Jurij Lotman, whose narrative
theory displays a rare awareness of matters of space, “[a] plot can always be re-
duced to a basic episode—the crossing of the basic topological border in the plot’s
spatial structure” (Artistic Text 238).* But space not only organizes narrative, it
also drives and directs it. Moreover, and crucially, the medial and material form in

3 IfLessing arguing in the Laocoon that literature a temporal, and hence more sophisticated art than
the spatial art of painting is an early expression of this conundrum, Seymour Chatman’s Story and
Discourse and Paul Ricoeur’s Time and Narrative are narratological and philosophical monuments.
For more recent work on the topic see Currie, About Time; Grethlein; “Narrative Configuration.”

4 The works of Bakhtin and Lotman are two notable exceptions to the negligence of space by nar-
rative theorists. See Zoran, “Space” for an early attempt to assess the significance of space for
narrative theory.
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and through which we engage with narrative is always extended in space. The size
of abook in our hands, the layout of letters on a page or a screen, the space between
individual words, paragraphs or images, all this directly affects our mode of en-
gagement. Narrative’s relation to space becomes even more basic when we consider
that storytelling presupposes emplacement. Narrative acts are always conducted
from somewhere, and this somewhere has a concrete spatial form (the face-to-face
situation of oral storytelling, a particular desk at a particular place in time). And
because narrative is inherently dialogic, it reaches out from that place toward an
interlocutor who engages with it at an equally particular place (a favorite reading
chair, a beach, a subway car, a prison cell). The transformative effects aimed for by
any narrative act materialize in the space unfolding from this extended “narrative
situation.” They are bound to change the mode of emplacement on either side
of the dialogical bond, and the storyworld harbored by a narrative is the space
in which the terms and trajectories of this transformation are laid out. There is
indeed a complex network of spaces and places produced and interlinked in any
narrative act that determine its use.

Hence, an important claim that I make in this book is that narrative does not
merely engage us in ways that resemble real-life experience.® Positing that one’s
state of belonging can effectively change through narrative engagement implies
that life and narrative are somehow continuous, that the boundaries between the
storyworld and the actual world are more porous and permeable than it is usual-
ly assumed. Rethinking the relation between space, place and narrative is key to
substantiating this point, which Edward Casey squares as: “No implacement with-
out implotment” (461).” Perhaps inspired by the heightened currency of matters of
space and place in literary and cultural studies, yet certainly under the influence of

“postclassical” extensions of their field, narratologists have recently begun to pay
more attention to the underrated relation between space and narrative.® Sparked
by the advance of cognitive narratology, there is, for instance, a sizable interest in
the spatial metaphors that we use to describe what narrative is and does. Scholars

5 Thetermisdrawn from Stanzel, who uses it strictly to describe structural features of a narrative text.

6  This would be the constructivist approach embraced by narratoligists such as Monika Fludernik,
Ansgar Niinning, and Meir Sternberg, and recently reinvigorated in the burgeoning field of cog-
nitive narratology, especially by David Herman and Manfred Jahn.

7 Asmuch as | like how Casey’s formula captures the first-person-perspective of phenomenology
through the repeated “i,” for the purpose of theorizing narrative it makes more sense to stick
with the term “emplotment” and the corresponding “emplacement.”

8 Among these extensions of classical narratology are inclusions visual and oral media, non-fic-
tional genres such as memoir and autobiography, and rhetorical theory and cognitive sciences.
The term “postclassical narratology” was first coined by David Herman in his book Narratologies
and quickly gained traction thereafter. For a recent overview of this development see Alber and
Fludernik, Postclassical Narratology and The Living Handbook of Narratology.
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have described the cognitive work of expressions such as “plotline,” “thread,” and
“circularity” as translating the notorious elusiveness of time and meaning into the
more tangible realities of distance and direction, and they have described the “nar-
rative is travel” metaphor as converting temporal progress into spatial sequence
and as mobilizing space under the impact of reading and writing it.” Yet sage and
important as these revaluations are in broadening our understanding of narrative
use by complicating narrative’s privileged relation to time, in the end they remain
limited in the degree to which they shed light on narrative’s spatial dimension. The
main reason for this is that they stick to a representational model of narrative that,
due to its core premise of narrative being a retrospective mode mediating objects
and events across time, does not allow for any direct transaction between physical
space and narrative use.'
Bridging this divide is key to the project to theorizing narrative based on the
human need to belong. Step one in this endeavor is to complicate, and possibly
part with received notions of narrative as a stable backdrop to the messiness of life.

Lire AND NARRATIVE (AND) ART

Approached in the traditional way, narrative’s capacity to mend troubled states of
belonging is strictly retrospective. Categorically removed from life, it elucidates
what already has been lived; in fact, it can only function as a basic form of human
understanding because it re-creates (and thus recovers) life from a safe distance.
This also means that narrative is viewed as a cognitive instrument to impose mean-
ing and order on the natural disorder of human existence." But recently scholars

9  See Kemp, “The Inescapable Metaphor;” Mikkonen, “The Narrative as Travel Metaphor.” | discuss
their positions at greater length in my article “Spatial Forms.”

10 This tendency also persists in more general reassessments of the significance of space in our
understanding of narrative, of which Marie-Laure Ryan may be the most prolific proponent. Her
work on the topic offers a typology of different manifestations of space in narrative, it traces
these manifestations across different media, and it explores the relation of space and narrative
together in collaboration with two geographers. But throughout this series of comprehensive
and nuanced studies, and especially in the most recent, interdisciplinary one, the two domains
remain clearly separated: There is space as an object of narrative representation, and there is nar-
rative as a means of dealing with space. See Ryan, “Space;” “Narration in Various Media;” “Space,
Place;” Narrating Space. | discuss her position at greater length in my article “Spatial Forms.”

11 This understanding of narrative, which Metetoja aptly calls “epistemological” for its primary fo-
cus on understanding the world, rejects assumptions about “the nature of reality” including the
ontological dimension of narrative, while indeed making a strong ontological claim in positing

“a deeper level at which human, lived experience is immediately given, and human existence in
general—as part of the flux of the real—is nonnarrative in character” (“Human Existence” 91).
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from fields as diverse as sociology, anthropology, psychology, political philoso-
phy, legal theory, feminist theory, and organizational theory have come to claim
something vastly different about narrative; namely, that narrative is “an ontolog-
ical condition of social life.” In abrogating the received division between life and
narrative, scholars aligning themselves with this position assert “that stories guide
action; that people construct identities (however multiple and changing) by lo-
cating themselves or being located within a repertoire of emplotted stories; that
‘experience’ is constituted through narratives; [...] and that people are guided to act
in certain ways, and not others, on the basis of the projections, expectations, and
memories derived from a multiplicity but ultimately limited repertoire of available
[...] narratives”. And if “everything we know from the making of families, to cop-
ing with illness, to carrying out strikes and revolutions is at least in part a result of
numerous cross-cutting story-lines in which social actors locate themselves” our
common understanding of action and agency is in dire need of revision (Somers
613-14, 607).

For Margaret Somers, who I am quoting here, the “cross-cutting story-lines’
that orchestrate social relations are strikingly spatial (as is Somers’s entire “rela-
tional and network approach”). Addressing these same social relations from the

>

perspective of human geography, Doreen Massey claims that they “always have
spatial form and content: they exist, necessarily, both in space (i.e. in a location-
al relation to other social phenomena) and across space.” In fact, Massey defines
space as “the vast complexity of the interlocking and articulating nets of social
relations.” Conversely, “a ‘place’ is formed out of the particular set of social rela-
tions which interact at a particular location.” Delving deeper into the social mech-
anisms of place-making, Massey expounds: “the singularity of any individual
place is formed in part out of the specificity of the interactions which occur at that
location [...] and in part out of the fact that the meeting of those social relations at
that location [...] will in turn produce new social effects” (Space, Place 168). So yes,
the places in which we dwell are formed out of ever-shifting sets and networks of
social relations. But how do the social effects that, in altering these constellations,
continuously make and remake these places materialize, take hold, and spread?
Because social actors locate themselves and draw on an available repertoire of sto-
rylines—which is another way of saying that narrative plays a formative role in the
production of space and place.'?

See also Metetoja, Narrative Turn, which reconstructs the troubled career of storytelling from the
postwar crisis to its recent return.

12 If it makes a lot of sense to assume that narrative plays a crucial part in the production of space
and placeitisimportant to stress that practically none of the thinkers of the spatial turn—Henri
Lefebvre, Edward Soja and Doreen Massey come to mind—have given thought to this nexus. A
notable exception is the opening chapter of Massey’s For Space, which | discuss at length in my
essay “Spatial Forms.” The few works that do engage with both space and narrative—such as
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Recent developments in social psychology confirm these ideas.”* For Kenneth
and Mary Gergen, two of its leading proponents, “[t]he present analysis stops short
of saying that lives are narrative events. [...] Stories are after all forms of account-
ing, and it seems misleading to equate the account with its putative object. How-
ever, narrative accounts are embedded within social action. Events are rendered
socially visible through narrative, and they are typically used to render expecta-
tions for future events.” I find this argument highly compelling: Events “become
laden with a storied sense” because our daily lives are immersed in narrative; they

“acquire the reality of a ‘beginning,” a ‘climax,’ a ‘low point,” an ‘ending’ and so
on,” and in turn, they are experienced in accordance with how they are indexed,
both individually and collectively. Tying this back to the question of how narrative
participates in the production of place, the social effects that drive this operation
materialize, take hold, and spread in part because life is imbued with narrative. “In
a significant sense, then, we live by stories—both in the telling and the doing of
the self” (18). And this is where narrative art enters the picture. According to the
Gergens, the stories by which we live are taken more or less directly from the realm
of art—not in the sense of life copying art but in the sense of art being “the vehicle
through which the reality of life is generated” (18). The Gergens do not say more on
this issue, but if art is assigned with the role of a privileged creator of scripts for our
everyday use, it must be conceived as a separate realm in which we can experience
things without pragmatic consequences (there is no need to call the police when
reading about a mass murderer in a novel).

So yes, the stories by which we live are deeply pervaded with all those nov-
els, memoirs, graphic narratives, films, television series, computer games, in short,
with the narrative art and media that we routinely engage with. But how to account
for the quizzical fact that the stories by which we live seem to gravitate toward
these artistic forms, and what does this mean for the ties between belonging and
narrative that are the topic of this study? It means, first and foremost, that narra-
tive art is more directly invested in matters of belonging than it might seem at first
sight. In being one step removed from the messiness of life (and thus committed to
representing rather than living it), it stages and explores the narrative drive engen-
dered by the need for a place in the world as a life-sustaining “need to tell.” And by
this I mean that human beings (for reasons to be further explored in the following
section) interpret their surroundings and articulate their being in the world in re-
lation to them, hoping that someone is listening. The most practical way in which

Nye’s Space and Narrative and Psarra’s Architecture and Narrative—refrain from conceptualizing
their interlocking productivities. The Special Issue on “Space, Place and Narrative” of Zeitschrift
fiir Anglistik und Amerikanistik, ed. by Nicole Maruo-Schrdder and myself aims at filling this gap.

13 For further examples see Narrative Psychology, ed. Sarbin; especially Sarbin’s own contributions
to this volume; Hermeneutics and Psychological Theory, ed. Messer, Sass, and Woolfolk; Advances
in Experimental Social Psychology, ed. Berkowitz.
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concerns with belonging play out in narrative art is indeed in such interlocking
acts of articulation and interpretation. These acts can take on an endless array of
different forms, but they all share one basic feature: the assertion of narrative agen-
cy. And if agency is usually understood as the capacity to act within a given social
world by making choices and imposing them on that world, narrative agency is
the capacity of a narrating agent to make choices about the telling of her story and
impose them on the (story)world.

Narrative agency is not unique to narrative art; on the contrary, it is an in-
herent feature of all narrative. But in the realm of art the choices that a teller has
in terms of selection and combination multiply.'* And if we conduct our lives in
and through stories (rather than merely recounting them), social and narrative
agencies converge in far-reaching ways. Think, for instance, of the forms of agency
asserted through written correspondence, emails and text messaging in our pres-
ent age, letter writing in earlier days and on special occasions still today. Early
novels turned to the epistolary form to stage and explore this kind of agency. In
fact, Charles Brockden Brown’s Edgar Huntly, or, Memoirs of a Sleepwalker makes
for such a productive read in the context of this study because the agency that
comes with the form of the letter is both asserted and perverted in this novel (the
letter-writing narrator is a sleepwalker). But narrative agency does not exist in a
vacuum. As a mode of engaging with the world by imposing choices on the world,
it brushes against given orders, be they real or imagined. And this is precisely
how narrative agency is a staple of narrative art: Within the confines of a liter-
ary work, it takes shape against the backdrop of distinctive—chonotopic—con-
junctions of psychic and spatial orders or imaginaries. Tracing these interlocking
constellations and agencies is a primary aim of the following chapters, which take
us to places as different as the post-revolutionary frontier, a remote and enchant-
ed stretch of coastal Maine, an urban ghetto at the peak of immigration, and a
Midwestern homeland haunted by environmental destruction and 9/11. And as
my readings will show, four different models of the human psyche—based on the
skeptical empiricism of John Locke and David Hume, Swedenborgian mysticism,
Freudian psychoanalysis, and present-day neuroscience—are couched in these
settings in ways that determine the actions performed in them and the dwelling
places emerging from them.

14 While Butler conceded this much in her essay “Giving an Account of Oneself,” she insists that this
kind of (narrative) agency has severe limitations. Iser discusses the narrative modus operandi of
selection and combination with regard to “fictionalizing acts,” but the basic pattern of receptive
engagement drawing from both the world of the text and the word of the reader to actualize a
text and its meaning can be applied to reading in general. Fictionalizing acts, and by extension
narrative acts in general, make themselves and their strategies of world-making “observable”
through the necessity of selection and combination. See Iser, “Fictionalizing Acts.”
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In tracing how narrative agency evolves amidst the places and people in which
and from whom belonging is sought, I assume that the forms that such agency
gains within a literary text—in the novels considered here through the letter, the
sketch, the found object, and the brain-as-storytelling-machine—can travel be-
yond the confines of the text. Caroline Levine has recently made similar claims
about form. To assess form in both its social and aesthetic dimensions and capture
the complex relation between the two, she borrows the concept affordance from
design theory, where it describes “the potential uses or actions latent in materi-
als and designs” (Forms 6) resulting from the limits and restrictions that make a
particular form distinctive. Narrative agency as I conceive it is latent in narrative
materials and designs in precisely this way—“carr([ying] its affordances with it” (19;
emphasis in the original) when moving back and forth between the social and the
literary world. However, my own thinking on the social relevance and mobility of
narrative forms is invested in reception aesthetics rather than formalism, especial-
ly in Wolfgang Iser’s notion of the articulation effect of fiction. For Iser, fiction has
the power to express and make available to experience what would otherwise be
diffuse and mute. If structuralism has taught us that these articulations are con-
demned to reiterate the codes and conventions in and through which they operate,
I have no intention to refute this view. But giving account of uncertain states of
belonging involves a struggle with the unsayable that almost by default pushes
narrative toward and across the limits of the sayable. Narrative is, through this ex-
periential disposition, equipped with an inherent drive toward exposing and trans-
gressing its own conventionality, and this drive can unfold with fewer constraints
in the depragmatized realm of art. Why? Because this realm is “bound to mobilize
the imaginary in a different manner, for it has far less of the pragmatic orientation
required by the subject, by thetic consciousness, or by the socio-historical, all of
which channel the imaginary in quite specific directions” (Iser, Fictive 224).

The performative “play of the text” (Iser, Prospecting 249-61) that becomes tan-
gible here opens up a space in between the world of the text and the world of the
reader, between what is imagined and what is real. And when a reader inhabits this
space, the two worlds become permeable. It is for this reason that engaging with
fiction—which Iser defines as an activity, fiction as shorthand for “fictionalizing
acts”—can lead to a revision of the narrative frames and formulas by which we
live. Narrative thus reinvigorates itself in and through art, and in doing so, it per-
petually refurbishes its potential use. Paul Ricoeur speaks of a “life of narrative ac-
tivity” to describe this autopoetic thrust of narrative: Sustained by an ever-chang-
ing repertoire of experiences brought to language, it thrives on a tension between
sedimentation and innovation that creates ever-new forms (“Life in Quest” 24).
Note the point of convergence here: Both Iser and Ricoeur contend that new nar-
rative forms become available beyond the realm of art in the fusion of the world
of the text and the world of the reader. And this leads Iser to insist that narrative
art is always invested in use. Its “pragmatic significance [...] for action becomes
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unmistakable” once we acknowledge this dimension (The Fictive 168). Dorothy’s
call epitomizes this kind of action: it gets her home and ends the story. But if nar-
rative is both produced and consumed out of the yearning for a place in the world,
the main attraction of engaging in it may reside less in the promise to get home,
and more in the promise to go on a journey—not necessarily to get home but to en-
counter new modes of dwelling, and to try out new forms of agency along the way.

In proposing that narrative is a practical component of dwelling in the world,
the larger goal of this book is to unsettle prevailing views of narrative as a mere
mechanism of ideology. To this day, such views dominate literary and cultural
studies, especially my field, American studies, in which narrative is mainly of in-
terest to find out how a literary text fits into a larger discursive field, and particular-
ly how it collaborates in regulating the subject positions contained in this field. But
this interpretive framework comes at a cost, for it presupposes a relation between
a literary text and its reader that is located, first and foremost, on a conceptual
(or cognitive) level. A resistant reception penetrates its object intellectually while
affective mobilization is seen as manipulation. From such a perspective, aesthet-
ic experience is reduced to a mere function of interpellation, and conversely, art
produces “aesthetic regimes” that the critic must resist and unravel.”® Yet if we
have come to take it for granted that even the most idiosyncratic, incoherent, or
open-ended account of where, how, or to whom one belongs is conducted within
ideological constraints, how can radical proclamations of non-belonging (polit-
ically desirable as they may seem) be fundamentally different? Is the refusal to
belong not just another narrative of belonging, another way of using the form-giv-
ing power of narrative to carve out a place in the world for oneself, tenuous and
provisional as it might be?

Giving an account of where, how, and to whom one belongs is indeed nearly
impossible to resist; it is too deep-seated a psychic and social need.'® Suspicions
of this need take us to a well-known terrain: As a subject-forming power to be
exposed and disseminated at almost all costs, the prescriptive aspects of narrative
are an all-too-familiar target in the “resistance paradigm.” But while there can
be no doubt that narrative is inclined to bring disparate elements into a social-
ly intelligible (and thus at least somewhat coercive) whole, using narrative as the
mediating structure through which we feel and direct our need for a place in the
world is bound to extend and revise existing forms and norms simply because they
do not seamlessly fit. In a narrative theory based on the human need to belong a

15 The term “aesthetic regime” is drawn from Ranciére. For strong critiques of the resistance para-
digm see Fluck, “Theories of American Culture;” Ickstadt, “Pluralist Aesthetics;” Voelz, Transcen-
dental Resistance.

16 Judith Butler has taken up this issue in her aforementioned essay “Giving an Account of Oneself.”
See also Ricoeur, “Narrative Identity;” Ezzy, “Theorizing Narrative Identity.” A good example of the
critical desire for radical states of non-belonging is Pease, “Remapping the Transnational Turn.”
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double bind of coercion and transgression thus emerges as a motor force connect-
ing narrative use and narrative art. From such a perspective, the need to tell that
stems from and gives shape to the human need for a place in the world becomes
a critical resource for tracing concerns with and limits of belonging at particular
conjunctions of time, space, and social being. In confronting the subject-forming
power of narrative as a symbolic structure with an interest in the human need to
tell that operates in and through this structure, the experiential dimension inher-
ent to any regimic mode of “distributing the sensible” (Ranciére 13)—its eccentric
involvement with making and unmaking this structure—gains critical weight.

SUBJECTS OF BELONGING

If this theory defines narrative primarily in terms of use we need to know more
about the user in this equation: about the human being—which is, almost by de-
fault, conceived in terms of its being a subject—engaging with narrative out of an
existential need to belong, and about how this disposition defines its relation to
the world. Acknowledged or not, assumptions about human being and subjectivity
subtend any theorization of art and culture (either by way of endorsing or by way
of rejecting notions of human expressivity). Narrative theory is no exception, and
for one that is based on the human need to belong, spelling out these assumptions
is a must. Moreover, it provides an occasion to explicate the anthropological prem-
ises of some other narrative theories. My own search for theoretical models has led
me to the anthropological philosophy of Helmuth Plessner, especially to his notion
of “eccentric positionality,” which I want to briefly introduce before broadening
the discussion."”

For Plessner, all matter can be defined by the ways in which it is positioned in
the environment, and the first distinction he introduces is that between live and
dead matter: Live matter has bodies, and these bodies not merely have contours,
they have boundaries. Moreover, and crucially, the traffic across these boundaries
defines their place (or positionality) in the world. Plants, for instance, are living

17 Plessner’s work has been subject to a remarkable rediscovery in recent years, but remains little
known outside of the German-speaking academic world because only a fraction of it has been
translated. An English translation of Plessner’s monumental Stufen des Organischen und der
Mensch, originally published in 1928, is currently in the making. A first effort to present Pless-
ner’s philosophical anthropology to the English-speaking academic world is de Mul, Plessner’s
Philosophical Anthropology. See Horstmannshoff, The Loop for an insightful discussion of Pless-
ner’s model of subjectivity and its ramifications for the study of human space-boundedness. In
stressing the “ecstatic” dimension that engenders human consciousness by pulling it out of itself,
Judith Butler’s recently republished reading of Hegel’s Phenomenology of the Spirit in Subjects of
Desire is engaged with related concerns.
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bodies with no special relation to their boundaries, and this makes their position-
ality open. Animals do have a special relation to their boundaries; in fact, their
high-strung nervous system makes their positionality closed. Human beings have
a self-reflexive relation to their boundaries; they not only live and experience their
lives, but they also experience the experience of their lives. And this decenters their
positionality, making it eccentric. In Plessner’s words, “[wo]man is not in an equi-
librium, [she] is without a place, stands outside time in nothingness, is character-
ized by a constitutive homelessness (ist konstitutiv heimatlos). [She] always still has
to become ‘something’ and create an equilibrium for [herself].” And because this
state is “unbearable” it becomes the “ultimate foundation of the technical artifact
(Werkzeug) and that which it serves: culture.” In fact, the eccentric positionality
of human beings is what makes them “artificial by nature” (Schriften IV 385; my
translation, emphasis in the original).’®
Based on this model, I contend that human beings are incomplete—non-sus-
tained—without narrative; that in engaging with narrative, they assert— create,
build—a place in the world. In substantiating this claim, I want to broaden the
discussion. Defining human being via a fundamental lack, and assigning art and
culture with a primary role in remedying this lack grew into a sprawling discourse
in the twentieth century, with philosophical anthropology, phenomenology and
psychoanalysis as its main intellectual venues. Plessner’s “eccentric positionality,”
Martin Heidegger’s assumption that human beings are “thrown” (geworfen) into
a world without meaning, Jean-Paul Sartre’s notion of the “absolute freedom” to
which man is condemned, Sigmund Freud’s notion of “the uncanny” (das Unheim-
liche) haunting us where we feel most secure and familiar, Jacques Lacan’s “mirror
stage” as a primal scene of a subject formation based on misrecognition, these
are all figurations of the modern subject, uprooted and alienated, some of them
“paranoid, even fascistic” (Foster, Return 226)." What they all have in common

18 In the final chapter of Stufen des Organischen, Plessner deducts three anthropological laws from

human beings’ eccentric positionality: (1) that human beings live in a state of “natural artificial-

ity” that give occasion to the production of culture; (2) that they live in a state of “mediated im-

mediacy,” condemned to express themselves again and again to find themselves; and (3) being

the animal with a utopian standpoint, they are always searching for a secure place—thus the
monopoly of religion—yet unable to ever reach it.

19 “Ghosted in his theory,” writes Hal Forster about this implicit historicity of Lacan’s mirror stage,

“is a contemporary history of which fascism is the extreme symptom: a history of world war and

military mutilation, of industrial discipline and mechanical fragmentation, of mercenary murder

and political terror. In relation to such events the modern subject becomes armored—against

otherness from within (sexuality, the unconscious) and otherness without (for the fascists this

can mean Jews, Communists, gays, women), all figures of this fear of the body in pieces come

again, of the body given over to the fragmentary and the fluid” (Return 226). | find this observa-

tion more than apt. Set into perspective like this, Lacan’s theory of subject formation becomes
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is a conflicted and uncertain sense of belonging—and this tell us that theoretical
vogues are bound up with concerns with belonging as well. One can only specu-
late about why poststructuralist models, with their alleged relativism and their re-
spective marginalization of existential concerns have exhausted their explanatory
power while materialist approaches such as object-oriented ontology, speculative
realism and cognitive linguistics are on the rise today, but it seems safe to say that
our thoroughly globalized, mobilized, and digitally mediated world has given new
relevance to questions of belonging.

This book is part of this zeitgeist, but contrary to the new materialisms, which
tend to deemphasize or even level the significance of the human, its goal is to think
beyond the postmodern without eliminating its “residual humanism” (McGurl,

“Geology” 380). And for this project, anthropological philosophy and phenome-
nological hermeneutics offer useful alternatives to the psychoanalytical models
of subject-formation (grounded in Lacan’s mirror stage and Althusser’s notion of
ideological interpellation based on Lacan) that have come to dominate critical dis-
course in the wake of the linguistic turn.?* My point of departure in assessing these
models is something they have in common: They all base their notion of what it
means to be human on the idea of a constitutive lack. But this lack is conceived in
different ways, with vast implications as of how human beings are shaped by this
lack, and of narrative’s role in shaping—constituting—human beings.

In psychoanalytic models, narrative springs from the experience of losing
an undifferentiated state of wholeness: the state of being one with the nurturing
mother. Driven a relentless desire (Peter Brooks even calls it a narrative desire)
for something irretrievably lost, narrative generates projections that range from
nostalgic regress to utopian transgression. As such, it is immensely productive, a
force that coerces us to imagine and act in order to make up for what is perceived
as lacking. These operations are irreducible to expressing and giving coherence to a
mere want, for they are backed by a visceral need to belong not unlike the irreduc-
ible needs of the material body.* In fact, the primordial experience of loss creates a

tangible as a historically conditioned radicalization of the Freudian, narcissistic loss of undiffer-
entiated wholeness—a conceptual move with far-reaching implications for the possibilities of
entertaining a sense of belonging within the frame of this particular model.

20 See McGurl, “Geology” for a lucid discussion of how speculative realism and object-oriented on-
tology endorse an amplified antihumanism as a means of thinking beyond the latent human-
ism of the postmodern. For recent returns to Heidegger and Plessner see, for instance, the 2017
Modern Fiction Studies Issue on “Dwelling in the Global Age” and de Mul, Plessner’s Philosophical
Anthropology.

21 This need-and-demand structure of “narrative desire” follows Lacan’s reinterpretation of the
Freudian concept, in which desire is born from a split between need (for nourishment/the moth-
er's breast) and demand (for love). It is “irreducible to need, for it is not in its principle relation to
areal object, independent of the subject, but rather to a phantasy; it is irreducible to demand, in



Belonging, Narrative, and the Art of the Novel

psychosomatic sense of incompleteness that narrative seeks to mend, for Brooks by
enlisting the rivaling forces (or desires) of Eros and the death drive for engender-
ing plot. And since narrative desire is ultimately the desire for the end (death, qui-
escence, non-narratibility), narration serves as the tool with which to emplot one’s
life “toward [that] end under the compulsion of imposed delay” (Brooks, Reading
295).22 Read along these lines, Dorothy’s act of calling her home into existence
promises verbal eloquence and psychic enchantment but no material gratification.
And by the same token, maturing in matters of belonging increases the capacity to
transform material need into psychic demand. But the underlying need is never
replenished. It leaves “memory traces” (55) that seek—demand—realization in the
realm of the imaginary, in places like Oz. From a Lacanian perspective, such places
are imaginary in troublesome ways: As phantasmatic images of wholeness they
reiterate (and thus keep alive) the primal scene of loss. Where a Freudian desire
to belong is quintessentially the desire of one’s death (prompting Brooks to argue
that narrative desire is ultimately the desire for the end, for a promised state of
quiescence), the Lacanian counterpart is essentially circular, leading to ever more
desire, and never to more belonging.

So yes, there are different psychoanalytical models, but in one aspect they
all agree: The yearning subject may dream of, yearn for, or even contest having
a place in the world—but it cannot build such a place, for the place that is longed
for is quintessentially phantasmatic. It may have been these implications that led
Gabriele Schwab, in her psychoanalytical model, to D. W. Winnicott rather than
to Freud or Lacan. For Winnicott, the mother’s absence creates a “transitional
space” that functions “as a space for the imagination’s testing and mastering of
the demands and tasks posed by the gradual development of intersubjectivity”—a
process that makes this space potentially generative of poetic speech with the effect
of alleviating the subject’s entanglement with the symbolic order (Subjects 22-48;
here 28).% In fact, the psychic space of “transference” invites the subject to continu-
ally reshape its boundaries through an imaginary encounter with others. This also
means that narrative use does not necessarily create misrecognition (as it does for
Lacan); it can indeed lead to valuable transformation. Narrative art assumes a spe-
cial role in this model that points toward Schwab’s affiliation with Wolfgang Iser
and the Constance School. In providing protected versions of this psychic space,

that it seeks to impose itself without taking account of language and the unconscious of the oth-
er, and insists on being absolutely recognized by the other” (Laplanche and Pontalis, Vocabulaire
de la psychoanalyse 122; quoted in Brooks, Reading 55).

22 Freud’s Beyond the Pleasure Principle is the “masterplot” of Brooks's narrative theory. See Chap. 2,
which was separately published before as “Freud’s Masterplot.”

23 See also Schwab, Mirror 1-46. Coming out of the Constance School, Schwab casts her notion of
reading as an act of “transference” deliberately against Iser’s notion of “transfer,” which she
finds too schematic in its intersubjective engagement with the other.
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narrative art assures that the experience of breaking down the boundaries between

the real and the imaginary can be reenacted throughout a person’s life. For Schwab,
narrative gravitates toward poetic expression and fictional boundary-crossing be-
cause human beings yearn for an “other.” This understanding of narrative corre-
sponds with a psychic structure that is highly amenable to change and explicitly
geared toward imaginative culture. And yet, the transformation that it envisions

remains confined to a logic of internalization and projection: The yearning subject

may keep readjusting its boundaries when engaging with narrative art time and

again, but it cannot transform what lies beyond them.

Peter Brooks argues along similar lines when proposing that all narrative acts

are bound to “discover, and make use of” the intersubjective and inherently di-
alogic nature of language itself (Reading 60). Embedded in this discovery is the

secret of “narrative transference”—Brooks’s ruby red slippers. “The motivation of
plotting is intimately connected to the desire of narrating, the desire to tell, which

in turn has to do with the desire for an interlocutor, a listener, who enters into the

narrative exchange” (216). Turning to Roland Barthes’s notion of the “contractual”
nature of all storytelling—its asking for something in return for what it supplies—
Brooks contends that contract is too static a term to conceive of this exchange;

unsuited to acknowledge the degree of transformation invoked by it. I could not
agree more with this assessment, especially of the yearning for a receiving other
that is both expressed and pursued in and through narrative. But I also cannot fail

to notice how close these ideas are to the basic premise of reception aesthetics,: that

narrative is incomplete without a willing receiver, and that theorizing narrative

must thus account for the insurmountably (inter)subjective and provisional di-
mension of transfer and exchange. Schwab makes a similar move when combining

Winnicott’s transitional space with George Poulet’s phenomenology of reading to

substantiate the transformative capacities of consuming narratives (Mirror 25-
27).2* It is worth pondering over these phenomenological proxies here for another
moment, for they bring out a striking disposition of the psychoanalytical model
of subjectiviy: Without at least a hint of the decidedly spatial positioning of the

subject envisioned by phenomenologists (and especially without the thetic move

toward the world that this school of though tends to stress), engaging in narrative

is a self-serving operation of desire. What it engenders is nothing but a mere symp-
tom of an insurmountable state of lack. And while the results of this relentless pro-
cess may be interesting or even innovative manifestations of the basic lack of and

from which they speak, their only remedy is to “love” or “enjoy” one’s symptom.?

24 Another important point of reference for Schwab is Kristeva’s Revolution in Poetic Language. In
this early monograph, Kristeva, who is usually steeped in psychoanalysis and poststucturalism,
turns to Husserl’s idea of the “thetic” to conceptualize signification’s inherent positionality, its
indispensable and processual working across space.

25 This last formulation evokes Zizek, Enjoy Your Symptom!
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What, then, do phenomenological models have to offer? They, too, assume that
narrative is born out of lack, but this lack is not the result of a primary experience
of loss; it is in and by itself foundational. Human beings are not hardwired to the
environment like other animals, and the lacking connectivity marks the world
(when perceived by this “impaired” life-form) with a fundamental lack of meaning.
Which is why human beings experience themselves as “thrown” (geworfen) into a
world that is infinite and opaque. At the same time, however, realizing this lack of
meaning and connectivity sets in motion a life-long activity of interpretation, to
which the unknowability of one’s death poses the greatest challenge.?® This is the
basic set-up of Heidegger’s ontological hermeneutics and, acknowledged or not, it
has vast repercussions on the works of Hans-Georg Gadamer, Paul Ricoeur, and
the Constance School. All of them assume, in one way or another, that interpreta-
tion (which I view as a mode of narrative engagement) is a basic constituent, “an
anthropological modality [...] that achieves a never-completed mediation between
human beings and the world.” For Gadamer, texts are the intermediary objects
(Zwischenprodukte) of this activity, “their manifestation as writing operates as a
temporary stasis in an ongoing dialogical process” (Schwab, Mirror 17). And al-
though not a direct influence on these phenomenological hermeneutists, Plessner’s
model of “eccentric positionality” is seamlessly compatible with their ideas on this
matter. Moreover, and crucially, Plesser’s model links concerns with embodiment
to the sources and trajectories of narrative use that become tangible here. To reit-
erate a point that I have made above, for Plessner, it is the self-reflexive relation of
the human body to its boundaries that generates the recurring need to express its
being in the world in relation to the environment. Narrative forms and practices
exist for this very purpose.

It is important to stress that the lack of meaning and connectivity in phenom-
enological models is just as insurmountable as the lack of wholeness in psychoan-
alytical models. However, in not going back to a traumatic experience of loss (the
lost state of wholeness with the nurturing mother), it is less inclined to produce
hermetic states of mourning such as nostalgia or melancholia, or other self-en-
amoring desires. Rather, it is a type of lack that draws its bearer out of herself and
into the world, forcing her to engage with the world. In Paul Ricoeur’s words: “It is
because there is first something to say, because we have an experience to bring to
language, that conversely language is not only directed towards ideal meaning but
also refers to what is” (Interpretation 21). The phenomenological type of lack thus
leads directly to a yearning for voice and form—to language, which assumes its
referentiality (and its narrative capacity) through the existential yearning to make
the world over in terms that are meaningful. And because of this entanglement

26 See Heidegger, Being and Time, esp. chapters 4-6. Da-sein, Heidegger's term for this existential
reality of human being, is not an unmediated basis of being, but in arising from its own projec-
tion, it is already the result of interpretation.
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with the ontological condition of being in the world, human language is, according

to Ricoeur, “not a world of its own. It is not even a world. But because we are in the

world, because we are affected by situations, and because we orient ourselves com-

prehensively in those situations, we have something to say, we have an experience

to bring to language” (Interpretation 20-21). (Perhaps we turn to etymology for
precisely this reason: to decipher the changing character of experience brought to

language from its shifting reference to what is.)

» «

“Orientation,” “situation,” 