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INTRODUCTION

By bringing together two notions often deemed to be antagonistic, this project
aims at exploring the intricate mesh of our relations with the world as mediatized
by fiction―represented, reflected and analysed by fiction as well as questioned
by it. Theoreticians, literary critics, a philosopher and an artist joined forces, not in
the aim of bringing down the diversity of approaches and definitions to a
consistent unity but on the contrary, to illustrate the limitless field of possibilities
opened out by the conjunction of the two terms. 
Several main lines of analysis are addressed in this volume : the fictional
treatment of historical facts, the tentative fictional renderings of the irruption of
events in the daily, when the real tears up the seamless fabric of the predictable,
or again the literary forms and structures meant to promote illusion and the
reader’s adhering to the offered fiction by blurring―or even erasing―the traces
of the presence of the creator yet at the origin of said illusion 
Through the investigation of the effects of fiction upon the readers’―or
players’―imaginative configurations as well as upon the forms of their relations
to the world, hopefully some of the specificities of the function of representation
in literature and games will be brought to light.
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TEXTE

By bringing together two notions often deemed to be antag on istic,
this project aims at exploring the intricate mesh of our rela tions with
the world as medi at ized by fiction—repres ented, reflected and
analysed by fiction as well as ques tioned by it. In order to face such
vast and complex notions, theor eti cians, literary critics, a
philo sopher and an artist joined forces, not in the aim of bringing
down the diversity of approaches and defin i tions to a consistent
unity but on the contrary, to illus trate the limit less field of
possib il ities opened out by the conjunc tion of the two terms.

1

This research partly relates to the ongoing ques tioning of the
after math of post mod ernism, as addressed by Peter Boxall in
his essay Twenty- First-Century Fiction: A Crit ical Introduction,
Irmtraud Huber in Liter ature after Post mod ernism:
Recon structive Fantasies, or again by Gibbons, Van Deen Akker and
Vermeulen, who focused on the return to more conven tional forms of
narrative as well as to affects in Metamod ernism: Histor icity, Affect,
and Depth after Postmodernism. Pierre- Louis Patoine, in Corps /
Texte. Pour une théorie de la lecture empathique, also provided
valu able insights into the discus sion from the angle of recep tion, by
analyzing the mech an isms at work in the reader’s immersive or
embodied exper i ence of the text. All invest igate the reader’s various
forms of involve ment in the text, while her reading prac tice defin itely
shows itself as part of her reality, whose emphases and contours are
being shaped anew.

2

Granted, conven tional forms of narrative never stopped being
written, and the shift away from the post modern spirit of disen gaged
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play towards a percept ible faith in the possib ility of grounding fiction
in a number of stable enough prin ciples or beliefs has been
progressive. Linda Hutcheon’s category of “histori ographic
metafic tionˮ for instance offers a valu able entry into a discus sion of
the various possible alli ances between an appar ently relat ively
autonomous form of fiction on the one hand, char ac ter ized by self- 
awareness and chiefly concerned with the condi tions or
circum stances of its own produc tion, and its mimetic func tion on the
other. Indeed in that case the mimetic func tion does not exclus ively
relegate fiction to a secondary posi tion compared to the real but both
competes with it and enlarges it, by creating other perspect ives on
and ways of inter preting the real, as well as by intro du cing new
objects into the world as sources of multilayered exper i ences
involving sensa tions, thought, feel ings and emotions. The new
devel op ments of conven tional forms of narrative as enriched by
post modern thinking and prac tices may thus allow enlight ening some
of the specificities of the func tion of repres ent a tion in liter ature in
the past and the present. Hence the contri bu tions in this collec tion
are not limited to current literary pieces but include earlier texts, and
from the English- speaking world as a whole. Beyond such
distinc tions in time and space, the rela tions between the text and the
world, the reader and the text, and the reader and the world via the
text may be considered in their evol u tion as well as their poten tial
permanent features. A philo soph ical approach of games, showing how
players in some cases may be deeply engaged in the concrete world
while also being immersed in fiction allows a valu able exten sion of
the field of study. Moreover excerpts from artist Paul Heintz’s book
Character offer a dizzying illus tra tion of the mesh of inter ac tions
devel oping between literary fiction and concrete daily life.

Several main lines of analysis are addressed in this volume: the
fictional treat ment of histor ical facts, the tent ative fictional
render ings of the irrup tion of events in the daily, when the real tears
up the seam less fabric of the predict able, or again on the literary
forms and struc tures meant to promote illu sion and the reader’s
adhering to the offered fiction by blur ring—or even erasing—the
traces of the pres ence of the creator yet at the origin of said illusion.

4

All in all the papers gathered in this volume endeavored to invest igate
the ques tion of the effects of fiction upon the readers’ imagin ative
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config ur a tions as well as upon the forms of their rela tions to the
world. From a more strictly literary perspective, the collective
reflec tion will hope fully contribute to further the study of realism, in
its more recent and tradi tional forms, by raising the ques tion, among
others, of the modal ities of creating illu sion as well as of the object of
illu sion—a fixed entity or a process. According to an apparent
paradox that deserves atten tion, choosing to explore the
repres ent a tions of the real through fiction implies analysing some of
the ways in which fiction, as Phil ippe Forest puts it, “cease lessly
ques tions itself”. 1

In “The Concept of Contam in a tion in Tran suni verse Rela tions:
Napo leon in a Fictional World”, Arnaud Schmitt considers the case
of novels in which real histor ical figures appear, to argue that they
are contam in ated by their onto lo gical envir on ment and become
fictional them selves, “one of the tools aimed at creating a fictional
exper i ence”. Schmitt offers a thor ough analyt ical review of the
ongoing onto lo gical debate opposing fiction and the real, in the fields
of Narrative Studies, Phenomen o logy and studies in Fiction, to
answer the ques tion of “the type of space” created by the
intro duc tion of a histor ical figure into a fictional universe. Quoting
Richard J. Gerrig’s thesis, according to which, contrary to Coleridge’s
famous plea for the reader’s “willing suspen sion of disbe lief”, our
“natural proclivity is not to disbe lieve, but to believe that everything
is true, even fiction”, Schmitt argues that “Between fiction and reality,
“there can be no cohab it a tion, only contamination”.

6

In “‘The texture of et cetera’ – synchron izing with the blurry real
in 21st century artists’ novels (Sheila Heti, Ben Lerner,
Kate Zambreno)”, Yannicke Chupin exam ines Ben Lerner’s Leaving
the Atocha Station (2011), Sheila Heti’s How Should a Person Be?
A Novel from Life (2012) and Kate Zambreno’s Drifts (2020) to bring
out the strategies used by the narrators to create the feel of an
instant in time and thus grasp the elusive nature of the tran sient real.
In so doing they move away from their initial projects toward new
forms, thus rethinking and extending the possib il ities of the novel as
a genre. In such twenty- first-century version of the Künstlerroman, a
new form of reality- effect emerges, as the reader “oscil lates between
the crit ical response enabled by the meta tex tual comment aries and
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the affective response enabled by the fictional frame work”, and is
thus provoked into “addressing her own subjective sense of the real”.

In “Off- Centring the Real in Post co lo nial Fiction”, Arijana Luburić- 
Cvijanović offers a histor ical perspective on post- colonial liter at ures,
from early responses to colo nial liter at ures up to contem porary ones.
Her thor oughly docu mented paper exam ines the generic diversity of
post- colonial liter at ures—magic realism, the fant astic, the Gothic,
science fiction as well as inclusive forms of realism—to enhance the
diversity of strategies of self- representation and of “resist ance to the
conser vative realism of colo nial texts”. Two close studies, of
Chris Abani’s Song for Night (2007) and of Shaun Tan’s graphic novel
The Arrival (2007), further illus trate post co lo nial strategies of
“account[ing] for the histor ical trauma of colo ni alism” while
subverting total ising discourses. All contribute to redefine “mimesis
as a dynamic, trans form atory engage ment with the world, rather
than a static attempt to capture the world” (Durrant 182).

8

In his paper, entitled “The Dark Side of Branding: Language and the
Real in Colson Whitehead’s Apex Hides the Hurt (2006)”, Michel Feith
explores the subtleties of satire in White head’s novel. With a special
focus on naming strategies, bringing together the history of slavery;
poetry and marketing in the reign of corporate soci eties, and drawing
from the philo sophy of language, espe cially the legacy of Plato’s
Cratylus and J. L. Austin’s speech act theory, as revis ited by
philo sophers Sandra Laugier and Judith Butler, the paper enhances
the ways in which the novel “inter rog ates the entan gle ments
between language and the real”. Further, it exam ines the
consequences of such “different takes on the real” as featured in the
novel on the concep tion of liter ature, and more specific ally of African
Amer ican liter ature, that is enacted in the novel’s language.

9

In “Kind One by Laird Hunt, or a tale of a real twice lost: writing the
indi vidual and collective memory of slavery”, Anne- Julie Debare
demon strates how fiction may counter trauma by subverting the
repres ent a tions that enable its outburst or its repe ti tion. Indeed
Hunt invents a hybrid form of fictional testi mony, resorting to the
expressive power of tales and myths and a poetics of indir ec tion to
consti tute a trans itional object for the memory of slavery to be
passed on. Thus the novel, as it strives to circum scribe the dynamics
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of viol ence, creates a space allowing for the reader’s judge ment to be
suspended while config uring the real and time to make
them habitable.

Karim Daanoune, in “‘Missing people never make sense’:
Don DeLillo’s Point Omega or, Addressing the Terror istic Real
to Oneself”, focuses on the US Global War on Terror, a histor ical
reality that is addressed “both overtly and covertly in the novel”, thus
gener ating a double- entendre effect throughout the narrative. Karim
Daanoune argues that the novel stages a return of the repressed real
according to an “autoim mune prin ciple” that “ulti mately betrays the
fact that […] the enemy was no one else but the United- States itself”.
Through an analysis of the work ings of trauma at both the personal
and the national levels, Daanoune demon strates that Jessica’s
disap pear ance points towards the US having directed terrorism
against them selves in their very attempt to erad icate it, thus
deep ening loss and mourning.

11

As a masterly illus tra tion of the subtle ways in which the real and
fiction are inter twined, the artist book Character is sampled in this
volume. Its author, French artist Paul Heintz, kindly selected pages
from his work as evid ence of the pervasive process through which
fiction keeps fash ioning the very reality from which it was inspired,
thus expanding the reading exper i ence far beyond the time
of reading. Florian Beauvallet offered an insightful intro duc tion to
the excerpt from Character, shed ding light on its both “nebu lous
[and] straight for ward” project of “meeting a char acter from a novel”.
In this multi media “book- as-object” in Beauvallet’s words, endowed
with “a strong visual iden tity that borrows from the free- form style of
diary- writing, including narrative parts, obser va tional inserts, books
extracts augmented with further notes, memos” as well as images and
photo graphs, “all coales cing into various assemblages often creating
trompe- l’oeil effects”, Heintz docu ments his quest for the real
Winston Smiths who did not inspire Orwell in his famous novel 1984
but still provide disturbing coun ter parts to its hero in the concrete
world. “Heintz’s own under taking in turn reflects Smith’s quest for his
own self in a world deprived of privacy”, the journal becoming “an
exer cise in mirror writing that strives to artic u late the creative
encounter of our personal selves with the world as medi ated through
language” while offering a “medit a tion on what journal- writing
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entails”. Through its collage logics Character “features front and
centre an exper i ence that cannot be fully contained”, the journal
standing as “a fitting meta phor for the way fiction over steps into our
daily lives as much as we into the worlds of the novels we read”.

In “The Realism of Spec u lative Fiction: Plan etary Poly phony and
Scale in Kim Stanley Robinson’s The Ministry for the Future”, Pierre- 
Louis Patoine shows how Robinson’s novel responds to the demands
formu lated by the new climate regime, by upscaling the spatial,
temporal and narrative frames, to bring them beyond the scope of
indi vidual human conscious ness and exper i ence. While reminding
readers how reality is constantly made through the inter ac tions of
indi vidual, collective and non- human entities, this poly phonic novel
illus trates the poten tials of spec u lative fiction to give hope in the
powers of imagin a tion to change world views and states of affairs.

13

Maud Bougerol, in “Recep tion and the Real in the Recep tion of 20th
and 21st Century Amer ican Short Fiction: Robert Coover’s ‘The
Babysitter’ (1969), Ben Marcus’s ‘Cold Little Bird’ (2018) and Brian
Evenson’s ‘Born Still born’ (2019)”, shows how the metafic tional
aspects integ rated in the stories produce forms of uncer tainty which
call for an even more active part from the reader. While the
medi ation of the text would prevent her from reaching the real, she
bypasses the impossib ility by oper ating a secondary medi ation,
relying on affect. As she cease lessly has to choose between several
options in the story by consid ering what seems real, the reader
increases narrative possib il ities through her own sens ib ility
and affects.

14

While for the past twenty years, game studies and research in literary
theory have discussed the connec tions between games and fiction
but mostly focusing on videogames, Martin Buthaud, in his paper
“Wargames as real istic tabletop simu la tions of fictional events: the
case of Warhammer games”, chose instead to contribute to the
reflec tion on the onto logy of games by looking at non‐digital
wargames, through the case of the Warhammer games fran chise.
Building his argu ment mostly on Juul’s game onto logy frame work,
which analysed the influ ence of video games on the classic game
model, Martin Buthaud demon strates that the various material
elements involved in Warhammer narrow the onto lo gical gap
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NOTES

1  “La fiction doit réfléchir la réalité c’est- à-dire la penser comme fiction et
elle ne peut y parvenir qu’à la condi tion de s’inter roger perpétuellement sur
elle‐même.” (P. Forest, Le roman, le réel, et autres essais, p. 236)
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TEXTE

As odd as it may seem in this first quarter of the 21st century, literary
theory still hasn’t solved the real/fiction riddle. 1 What does the
real/fiction riddle consist of? It refers to the fact that even though
many theories have been put forward, there is no consensus, and
that’s an under state ment, regarding what happens when two
onto lo gies meet in a text defined by an appar ently univocal genre and
horizon of expect a tion. The use here of the verb “happen” is essen tial
as it directly refers to the phenomen o logy of reading, of how readers
make sense, consciously or not, of this onto lo gical hybridity. One of
the reasons this is still an ongoing issue stems from the fact that to
resort to phenomen o logy implies calling on cognitive sciences and on
this specific matter of texts comprising dual onto lo gies, resources in
the field are logic ally very limited.

1

The fact that two of the most prom inent concepts emer ging from
Narrative Studies in the last three decades are more or less directly
related to the real/fiction rela tion is quite revealing of the sway it
holds on this domain. Indeed, whether it is Monika Fludernik’s
concept of Natural Narra to logy or Henrik Skov Nielsen, James Phelan
and Richard Walsh’s theory of fiction ality, there is in both cases a
strong emphasis on how fiction and reality keep inter acting and
impacting each other. In her seminal Towards a Natural Narratology,
the German scholar, drawing on Ricœur and White’s works which
gave rise to the narrative turn, demon strates how the very notion of

2
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narrativity is entangled in the way we think, and thus in the way we
appre hend our phys ical and social envir on ment (“situ ations tend to
be compre hended holist ic ally on the lines of frames and scripts” 17),
while recip roc ally, narrat ives are the very fruit of our exper i ence, or
of “exper i en ti ality”. She writes: “‘Natural’ narra to logy, as I envisage it,
relies on a defin i tion of narrativity as medi ated human exper i en ti ality
(which can be plotted on the level of action or on the level of fictional
conscious ness)” (36). She goes on to under line again how
conscious ness and narrativity heavily rely on each other: “Narrative is
a category of human beha viour that occu pies a very special place
among beha vi oural modes. Its func tion seems to serve a deep- seated
human need to cognize oneself in projected semi otic models of a
narrative cast” (36). Quite distinctly at first sight, but with a similar
under lying paradig matic logic (i.e. how fiction and more gener ally
narrat ives permeate through the real, and vice- versa), Nielsen, Phelan
and Walsh present in “Ten Theses about Fiction ality” fiction ality as a
key cognitive process in our daily lives. According to them,

[s]tories presented as invented are regu larly and pervas ively
employed in polit ical rhet oric; as vehicles of cultural memory and
ideo lo gical nego ti ation of past and present; in thought exper i ments,
scen ario thinking, and risk assess ments; and in many other areas of
the soci etal, polit ical, and cultural field. (63)

In other terms, fictional narrat ives are neces sary tools as we carry on
with our daily lives. These lives are not only about what actu ally
happens but also about what might happen as we constantly
elab orate coun ter fac tuals in order to take the right decisions
whatever the stakes are:

Human beings are concerned not only with matters of fact and with
what is the case but also with eval u ative ques tions that encom pass
possib il ities and altern at ives—with what is not the case and could
never be the case, with what is not the case but could be the case,
with what should have been the case, and so on. (64)

Natural narra to logy and fiction ality epitomize a more general trend
that can best be described by the will to take narrative studies
beyond the domain of liter ature and show how narrativity is
applic able to all aspects of human lives.

3
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These two concepts also emphasize how major figures of these
narrative studies have stopped, at least tempor arily, devoting their
atten tion to the study of how reality infilt rates fiction and have
moved on instead to analyzing how the latter invades the former
(although this is less true as far as Fludernik is concerned). This is all
very inter esting, but we are not any closer to a better under standing
of how the two onto lo gies “cohab itate” within the same fictional
space. And yet, this “cohab it a tion” has been a common feature of
novels, and more partic u larly post modern novels for quite a while
now. This even pushed Linda Hutcheon to note that “[t]he most
radical bound aries crossed […] have been those between fiction and
non- fiction and—by exten sion—between art and life” (10). She
typic ally and right fully takes autofic tion as an example since this
must be the genre which has the most system at ic ally tried to blur the
lines between reality and fiction, perpetu ating and above all
intensi fying a tradi tion initi ated by the auto bi o graph ical novel:
“chal leng[ing] the life/art borders” and “play[ing] on the margins of
the genre” (10).

4

Of course, some steps have been taken to deepen our under standing
of the very nature of fiction, from a phenomen o lo gical (Jean- 
Marie Schaeffer’s Pour quoi la fiction?) or a styl istic and rhet or ical
perspective (Dorrit Cohn’s The Distinc tion of Fiction), or from both
(Françoise Lavocat’s Fait et fiction). But these studies primarily focus
on the essen tial distinc tion between fact and fiction, not on what
happens when these two onto lo gies meet within the same text. The
phenomen o lo gical aspect is key as it is important to bear in mind that
reading is both a mental and phys ical activity. Richard Saint- Gelais
summed up these two simul tan eous levels of exper i ence, these “two
modes of appre hen sion, one material, the other fictional” thus: “on
the one hand, turning the page and searching for the first line of the
next chapter; on the other, the almost imper cept ible suspen sion of
and resumed atten tion to the char ac ters and their imaginary actions
and temporal and spatial settings” (57). Contrary to Cohn who really
restricts her analysis to what fiction can do that refer en tial writing
cannot, Schaeffer through his concept of “immer sion” takes the “two
modes of appre hen sion” into account. However, Pour quoi la fiction ?
as its title indic ates is first and fore most about what char ac ter izes
fiction and our reading of it. Lavocat’s research embraces the full
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spec trum of what we commonly regard as fiction, a fluc tu ating
notion, espe cially as “[t]he unstable status of fiction shows clearly
that the defin i tion of its bound aries has soci etal and polit ical stakes”. 2

She devotes a great part of her book to the panfic tion alist approach
(see 59–115), an extreme offshoot of the narrative turn according to
which every narrative attempt is fictional, even if it aims at
recounting facts and real events. Further more, “she points out that
when it comes to fiction and the fact/fiction polarity, there is no
single consensus within the scientific community, far
from it” (Schmitt, Phenomenology 51) and even tu ally considers fiction
“as a game of crossing onto lo gical borders” (Schmitt, Phenomenology
61). However, even if she openly and quite extens ively addresses the
issue mentioned at the begin ning of this article, she does this mostly
from the perspective of fiction and her focus remains on rede fining
fiction as opposed to factual narrat ives. Her book, simil arly
to Cohn’s 3 and Schaeffer’s, is an important contri bu tion to
fiction ality studies, but while providing a very useful back ground to
this study, it does not fully answer this article’s program matic
approach: what happens when Napo leon meets a fictional char acter
in a novel? And by exten sion, what does Napoleon do in a novel?

Why Napo leon? Because in Possible Worlds, Arti fi cial Intel li gence and
Narrative Theory, Marie- Laure Ryan famously used this example to
illus trate a partic ular case in her extensive study of tran suni verse
rela tions: “a world in which Napo leon dies on St. Helena and
success fully escapes to New Orleans is not possible, since it entails
‘Napo leon did and did not die on St. Helena.’ But there is nothing
incon sistent about either one of these facts taken indi vidu ally” (31).
“There is nothing incon sistent” about the “fact” that Napo leon did not
die on St. Helena from a fictional perspective of course. From a
histor ical, thus a refer en tial perspective, it is a different matter and
many histor ians would argue that this “fact” is fully incon sistent with
histor ical records. Addi tion ally, the fact that Napo leon did or did not
die on St. Helena radic ally impacts the percep tion readers have of
this histor ical figure within a partic ular fictional context: A) he did die
on St. Helena and readers will continue to regard the textual
Napo leon as in keeping with the histor ical Napo leon, an extraneous
refer en tial figure imported into a fictional envir on ment. B) he did not
die on St. Helena and as the fiction proceeds on, textual Napo leon

6
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and histor ical Napo leon will drift apart, the former losing its
refer en tial features and more or less becoming a char acter like any
other. Of course, doing whatever one wants to do with Napo leon is
part and parcel of what we commonly call poetic license, although, as
demon strated by the numerous legal cases spawned by ambiguous
memoirs or autofic tional texts, or more gener ally what Françoise
Lavocat called “imper fect fiction ality or abusive factu ality”
(“fictionnalité impar faite ou factualité abusive” 282), this very license
often faces serious obstacles in its hand ling of living persons. There is
a funda mental differ ence between Ryan’s case study and Emmanuel
Carrère’s ex- wife who refused to be included in his
auto bi o graph ical text Yoga, 4 and between these two extremes lie
many degrees of textu al iz a tion of real human beings. John R. Searle
takes a similar example to illus trate the differ ence between fiction
and non‐fiction. Focusing on a short quote from Iris Murdoch’s the
Red and the Green and comparing it to an extract from a
New York Times article, Searle shows that despite rhet or ical
simil ar ities, the author of the article is expected to comply with a
certain number of rules, the most important criterion being whether
her “asser tion is defective” (12) or not. On the other hand,
Murdoch’s utterance

is not a commit ment to the truth of the propos i tion that on a sunny
Sunday after noon in April of nineteen- sixteen a recently
commis sioned lieu tenant of an outfit called the King Edwards Horse
named Andrew Chase- White pottered in his garden and thought that
he was going to have ten more glor ious days without horses. (12)

The novelist’s asser tions are not supposed to bear any rela tion to the
“truth”, they have no truth value, even in the frame work of Realism. 5

Of course, including real persons (dead or alive) is set to under mine,
or at least ques tion the novelist’s sense of creative freedom. It creates
a prob lem atic bridge between fiction and reality, one that entails
respons ib il ities and a poten tial non- congruent response from some
readers such as Emmanuel Carrère’s ex‐wife.

However, I am not inter ested in the legal dimen sion of this response
and will “only” concen trate on how the reader fits this extraneous
element within his exper i ence of “playful, shared pretense” (“feintise
partagée ludique”, Schaeffer 102). Further more, as under lined by

7
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Marie- Laure Ryan, contrary to what happens in phenom enal reality,
there can be several versions of Napo leon in a novel, or more exactly
any novelist can create her/his own version of the histor ical figure
and most import antly, can choose to tamper with the histor ical facts
and present readers with a much- altered version of a histor ical
figure, which can be quite common in a uchronic novel. However, as
altered as this figure can be, it is very often his/her “fate” that is
changed whereas the psycho lo gical contours remain close to what is
known about her/him, such as Charles Lind bergh in Philip Roth’s
The Plot Against America. I will only consider the most faithful
versions of these figures as they are the ones standing in stark
contrast with their fictional envir on ment and seem ingly setting the
two onto lo gies against each other.

Obvi ously, any real istic fiction, even more so any histor ical fiction (a
term much more prob lem atic than its common accept ance implies)
tries to combine these two onto lo gies. In 1967, F. E. Sparshott, in his
article entitled “Truth in Fiction”, took the example of Napo leon
before Marie- Laure Ryan did:

8

Take first an extreme case, that of a histor ical novel. What is it that
we are asked to imagine? Not that there was a man called Napo leon,
for we know that there really was; nor that he escaped from Elba, for
we know that he really did. Rather, we are asked to suppose that
certain events in this well- known career took place in certain ways,
although we do not know whether they in fact happened so or
other wise, or we may even know that they happened other wise; or to
suppose, that among these known epis odes, others were
inter spersed that we know did not in fact take place. The world that
we imagine contrives to be a world, and is the imaginary world it is,
only because we supple ment what the author tells us with what we
remember of the actual world in which the real Napo leon lived. (4)

Several elements in this quote echo what has been developed above.
First, more than fifty years ago, Sparshott asked a similar ques tion to
the one I am asking in this article, in a very different theor et ical
context: What is it that we are asked to imagine when Napo leon pops
up in a novel? “What are we asked to imagine” is quite similar to
“what type of exper i ence does it create?” Put differ ently, he took into
consid er a tion the phenomen o lo gical dimen sion of this type of

9
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hybridity at a time when such consid er a tions were highly uncommon.
Then, he invest ig ates the modus operandi of the author’s poetic
license in histor ical novels and points out how this genre is a mix of
fictional content and of inform a tion drawn from the readers’
semantic memory (“only because we supple ment what the author
tells us with what we remember of the actual world in which the real
Napo leon lived”). Although his article doesn’t offer any concrete
solu tion regarding how fictional and refer en tial input cohabit and
interact within this mostly fictional world, he had the merit of raising
the issue and few theor ists have picked up the gauntlet since then,
quite surpris ingly since the “issue” remains highly topical as histor ical
novels have turned into Biofic tion, a booming genre.

I would like to expand a little bit more on Sparshott’s article, and
focus on another quote, again relevant to the real/fiction dichotomy:

10

The type of fiction most current is not the histor ical novel, but the
novel in which a fictional char acter is placed in a familiar setting. We
are not then asked to suppose (or imagine) that there is a place called
London, for we know there is; nor that there is a Baker Street in
London, for we may know that too. And we may well know without
being told where abouts in London Baker Street is; in fact, our full
compre hen sion of the fiction depends on this know ledge. What we
are asked to suppose is that in Baker Street there is a No. 221b (of
which most of us do not know whether there is or not, although we
do know where it would be if it existed), and that at No. 221b a
Mr. Sher lock Holmes has lodgings (which we are quite sure is not the
case). We are asked, in fact, to imagine that among the people we
know move others we do not know, that among the streets with
which we are familiar are others with which we are not familiar: we
are invited to imagine in familiar places and their popu la tions those
changes, and only those changes, that the author postu lates. If we
make further changes, we have not succeeded in following the story
that the author is telling. (4)

While, as mentioned before, Sparshott also turns his atten tion to
histor ical novels and their poten tially hybrid dimen sion, the “piece of
reality” imported in the novel he surpris ingly takes as an example
here is not a histor ical figure or event but the type of topo graph ical
inform a tion almost any more or less real istic novel includes,
histor ical or not, London and Baker Street in this specific case. First,

11
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there is a funda mental differ ence between the repres ent a tion of an
actual city you have visited or even lived in and of one you have never
set foot in. In the first case, you rely on your epis odic memory, things
you have actu ally seen or exper i enced, in the second case, you use
your semantic memory, things you have learned. But there some times
is a thin line between the two as a city you have seen repres ented in a
book or even more so in a film can become part of your exper i ence,
hence the familiar feeling you have when you first go to New York, a
city that is the setting of a substan tial number of visual fictional
works. Further more, Sparshott does not take into account the fact
that mental images based on literary mimetic descrip tions are highly
unstable phenomena, and yet this has a tremendous impact on the
way we visu alize textual topo graph ical inform a tion. In What We See
When We Read, Peter Mendelsund writes that “[w]hat we do not see is
what the author pictured when writing a partic ular book” (207) and
claims that “[w]e take in as much of the author’s world as we can, and
mix this material with our own in the alembic of our reading minds,
combining them to alchemize some thing unique” (207). In fact,
Mendelsund under mines one of the most funda mental aspects of
realism, its ability to recreate, or at least evoke the actual world by
supposedly trig gering off the corres ponding visual imagery. Taking
the example of Dickens’s descrip tion of an indus trial harbor in Our
Mutual Friend, he demon strates that mental repres ent a tions of texts
are ruled by a form of visual determ inism and that in fact what we see
when we read is what we have already seen when we don’t read.
Finally, it is important to note that even in the case of
auto/biograph ical writ ings, what Ryan calls the “‘language game’ of
nonfic tion is not defined by the objective rela tion of the text to the
world, but by the rules that govern the use of the text, and bind
sender and receiver in a commu nic ative contract” (Ryan,
“Post modern” 166). But the repres ent a tion of the real is too wide a
topic for this article and again I only want to deal with one specific
aspect of it. Sparshott’s long quote is never the less inter esting first
because it reveals that the mimetic process in histor ical fiction is far
from simple, and above all that the inclu sion of histor ical figures in a
fictional context is the exact opposite of what he describes when we
read a Sher lock Holmes story: “We are asked, in fact, to imagine that
among the people we know move others we do not know, that among
the streets with which we are familiar are others with which we are
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not familiar.” As a matter of fact, if we read a story in which Napo leon
is described as taking part in events that never took place along
char ac ters who never existed, we are asked to imagine that among
the people we do not know, move others that we know or at least
know really existed.

But as opposed to Baker Street, Napo leon is not supposed to generate
mental images but to conjure up histor ical as well as psycho lo gical
content. This poses the problem of the nature of this fictional
Napo leon and the type of space “he” creates within a fictional
universe. The term “fictional Napo leon” can be inter preted in two
very different ways: it can either be seen as a version of Napo leon
that remains close to the known biograph ical data, the Napo leon
almost everyone has a certain amount of know ledge about, or as a
version that is liter ally fictional, not simply because it is included in a
novel such as the first version but because it is hardly recog niz able
on account of his being trans formed by the novelist’s free wheeling
imagin a tion. As it turns out, there is always a bit of both as soon as
you start imagining the histor ical figure’s psycho lo gical life even if the
latter fits what we know about this person’s life. For instance, we
know that Lincoln was greatly affected by the loss of his 11‐year‐old
son Willie, but what George Saun ders describes in Lincoln in
the Bardo is a hyper bolic version of known facts. Very simil arly, to
take an example from another domain, the Lenny Bruce featuring in
the TV series The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel is cast in a histor ical mold so
to speak, but because he becomes one of the main char ac ters, or at
least a recur ring one, he is bound to depart from this mold and
become some thing more than what we know about the nonfic tional
Bruce, something different. To put it differ ently, you never really
know what goes on in a person’s mind, as docu mented as her/his life
might be and once you start delving into this psyche, you inev it ably
drift away from the histor ical and move deeper into the fictional.

12

At the very core of fiction, histor ical or not, lies creative freedom and
its founding prin ciple is that it “makes no claim to external truth, but
rather, guar an tees its own truth” and “[s]ince the text of fiction
creates its own world, it is the sole mode of access to it. Unlike texts
of nonfic tion, fictional texts do not share their refer ence world with
other texts” (Ryan, “Post mod ernism” 167). But Ryan reminds us of
another, even more important rule:

13
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Though the fictional text creates an autonomous fictional world, this
world can present some degree of overlap with the real world. […]
In histor ical novels, many of the propos i tions expressed by the
fictional discourse happen to be true in reality; but this does not turn
the text into a blend of fiction and non fiction. The primary refer ence
world is the fictional world, and unless the narrator is unre li able, all
the propos i tions expressed by the text yield truths about this world.
But because propos i tions can be separ ately valued in different
possible worlds, the real world may func tion as secondary referent.
(“Post modern” 167–68)

This is indeed an important rule, but a prob lem atic one. Napo leon is
an obvious case of “overlap”, or at least of the “secondary referent”
foraying into the “primary refer ence world”, but as inter esting as
Ryan’s obser va tions may be, they do not tell us what the real outcome
of this over lap ping phenomenon is. Does the secondary refer ence
world, as isol ated and limited as its pres ence can be in a novel, retain
its onto lo gical integ rity? In other words, does “Napo leon” remain
Napo leon? Moreover, Ryan omits to differ en tiate between the
multi far ious ways the real world’s pres ence can be felt in a novel: a
refer ence to a person is not the same as a refer ence to a place, which
is not the same as a refer ence to an event and so on. And of course,
there is the obvious example of the meta lepsis of the author, when
authors pop up in their own fiction, The French Lieu tenant’s Woman
being an obvious example. In the final analysis, this trope is nothing
more than, again, the secondary refer ence world suddenly coming up
to the fictional surface. Is the “John Fowles” in this novel the John
Fowles? There is no better answer to this ques tion than
Brian McHale’s:

14

Intended to estab lish an abso lute level of reality, it para dox ic ally
rela tiv izes reality; intended to provide an onto lo gic ally stable
foothold, it only destabil izes onto logy further. For the metafic tional
gesture of sacri fi cing an illusory reality to a higher, ‘realer’ reality,
that of the author, sets a precedent: why should this gesture not be
repeat able? What prevents the author’s reality from being treated in
its turn as an illu sion to be shattered? Nothing what so ever, and so
the supposedly abso lute reality of the author becomes just another
level of fiction, and the real world retreats to a further remove. (197)
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Strik ingly enough, Dorrit Cohn offers a similar analysis:15

To me these ambiguous texts [ambiguous auto bi o graph ical novels for
instance] indicate […] that we cannot conceive of any given text as
more or less fictional, more or less factual, but that we read it one
key or the other—that fiction, in short, is not a matter of degree but
of kind, in first-  no less than in third- person form. I hold to this
posi tion even in the face of the work that appears to chal lenge it
most power fully, a work Harry Levin called “the most extensive
exer cise in the first- person singular”. I mean, of course, À la
recherche du temps perdu. (35–36).

Thus, according to McHale or Cohn, there is no “over lap ping”, no
foraying, no co- presence but simply a very no- nonsense either/or
situ ation. Cohn directly contra dicts Ryan according to whom “[i]f
objects are inher ently fictional or real, how can one explain the
pres ence of histor ical indi viduals and real loca tions in a work of
fiction?” (Possible Worlds 15). But Ryan fails to provide us with a clear
notion of what the nature of this “pres ence” really is, which
under mines her own analysis. Cohn also affirms that “fiction, in short,
is not a matter of degree but of kind” which also contra dicts Kai
Mikkonen’s view that instead of seeing fiction and nonfic tion as polar
oppos ites, we should consider “the rela tion between fiction and
factual repres ent a tion” as “one of degree, a matter of a continuum of
hybrid forms and thereby affected by the possib ility of constant
fluc tu ation between the two” (294–95). Of course, what these
“degrees” or this “constant fluc tu ation” might be from the perspective
of the reader is never developed, or even broached as a matter
of fact.

16

Cognitive psycho lo gist Richard J. Gerrig famously updated one of the
oldest adages of literary theory, Coleridge’s “willing suspen sion of
disbe lief”, by claiming that when we read fiction, we are not skep tical,
quite the opposite we tend to believe that everything is true or
plaus ible. He reverses Coleridge’s truism and reveals that the real
effort on the part of the reader is the “construc tion of disbe lief” (240)
which means that we do not need to will ingly suspend disbe lief since
we natur ally believe. Gerrig’s conclu sions have several consequences
when we read a gener ic ally ambiguous text:

17
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Reading any book as fiction is similar to a default position.
It proves, if need be, that the nature of the text is determ ined by the
posi tion of the reader, and, much more often than not, “ambiguous”
means fictional.
If we decide to disbe lieve, it takes an addi tional cognitive
effort. (Schmitt, Phenomenology 61)

How can Gerrig’s “construc tion of disbe lief” contribute to solving the
riddle of our fictional Napo leon? By keeping this concept in mind and
calling on McHale’s inter pret a tion of the mech an isms of meta lepsis
again, we may now wonder what happens when the reader does not
suspend disbe lief while reading a supposedly fictional text in which
histor ical figures appear. McHale’s view is that once authors have
entered their own fictional world, they are contaminated by the
onto lo gical envir on ment and thus become fictional: “Fiction cancels
the reality of the real, of the author. Reality is dissolved within fiction,
which is in line with Gerrig’s construc tion of disbe lief. This leads us
to what I would call ‘The Purple Rose of Cairo illu sion’” (Schmitt,
Phenomenology 61). Why The Purple Rose of Cairo? The film’s plot
hinges on tran suni verse rela tions, as during the screening of a film,
the main char acter, a cinema enthu siast, sees her favorite actor
emerge from the black and white film she is watching, and liter ally
from the screen, into her colorful, very real (to her, not to us viewers)
world. Both worlds are logic ally impacted by this bold (and of course
highly unlikely) move. Woody Allen’s narrative strategy is to build his
plot on the very prin ciple of immer sion and enter tain ingly and
meta phor ic ally show how fiction can deeply affect our lives (“It is
only human to mistake the make- believe for the factual or to believe
a lie”, Mikkonen 293). Mikkonen play fully reminds us that fictional
char ac ters some times feel very real to us: “People also appro priate
sayings, manner isms, and beha vior patterns from fiction, factual texts
borrow narrative devices and meta phors from fiction, and some times
real events are best described by figures of speech that refer to
fiction” (293). This is undeni ably true but this does not contra dict
McHale’s logic: if an element crosses an onto lo gical border, the
screen in this case, it irre medi ably is contam in ated and the black and
white char acter finds colors in his new reality. Of course, Allen’s
char acter goes in the opposite direc tion of our fictional Napo leon:
whereas the former moves from fiction to “reality”, the latter does
exactly the opposite. And yet, it is my conten tion than in both cases,

18
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there can be no cohab it a tion, only contamination to use Cohn’s own
very apt termin o logy, and one becomes the world one enters.
For instance, to take again the example of how char ac ters influ ence
our own person al ities or decisions, it is important to remember that
these very influences, imported from fiction, are no longer fictional
once they become either action able beha vior or part of our
psycho lo gical profile. A more extreme case: if you start acting like a
super hero and jump off a roof, there will soon be a painful
reality check. It is in no way different in the other config ur a tion, since
when “histor ical persons […] interact with fictional char ac ters”, they
quite logic ally “perform actions that they could not have performed
in ‘real life’, since these actions link them with invented char ac ters.
Hence, they are fictionalized”. 6 Schaeffer’s “fiction al iz a tion” is quite
similar to what I mean by “contam in a tion”: the nature of the element
imported is drastic ally altered, so much so that it bears little
resemb lance to the original version. Even the most genuine version of
Napo leon—a highly ques tion able asser tion as how can a man dead for
several centuries be similar to his evoc a tion in a novel published so
longer after his demise?—will have to comply with the rules of the
primary, and only refer ence world. Fictional Napo leon is not real
Napo leon, at best he is a fictional ghost of the refer en tial one.

We should also bear in mind that any hybrid propos i tion, whether
tenable or not, requires a lot of atten tional energy and that “once the
reader has estab lished a prevalent perspective, he tends to persevere
with it as long as possible” (Fludernik 20). Indeed, “we normally avoid
mental over load by dividing our tasks into multiple easy steps” and
abide by “the law of least effort” (Kahneman 38). The prin ciple of
contam in a tion is a direct consequence of this cognitive reality; to
some extent we cognit ively surrender to the dominant onto logy and
it is through the highly distorting prism of the latter that we perceive
these exogenous elements, such as Napo leon, or more
exactly “Napoleon”.

19

To conclude, there are by and large two schools of thought when it
comes to the over lap ping of fiction and nonfic tion and they are very
well summed up by Mikkonen:

20

Radical forms of segreg a tionism think that fiction is pure imagin a tion
without truth, that fiction has no onto lo gical status, while radical
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integ ra tionism assumes that there is no genuine onto lo gical
differ ence between fiction and true repres ent a tion […]. The
segreg a tionist onto logy argues that fiction can put forward true
state ments—but does not need to do so—only about imaginary
beings (the truth value of a propos i tion may only be assigned
separ ately for each possible world). Fiction does not there fore equal
lying but involves nonex isting or nonac tu al iz able entities. (303)

I have adopted in this article a clear stance in favor of
“segreg a tionism” even if the type of segreg a tionism I feel close to is
not based on the belief that “fiction is pure imagin a tion without
truth, that fiction has no onto lo gical status”. Fiction does have an
“onto lo gical status”, but one that is funda ment ally distinct from
reality. This differ ence conjures up Deleuze and Guat tari’s bril liant
obser va tion that “art does not think less than philo sophy, but it thinks
through affects and percepts” (“L’art ne pense pas moins que la
philo sophie, mais il pense par affects et percepts” 64). I simply believe
that each of these two onto lo gies “swal lows up” and “contam in ates”
any element imported from the other onto logy. It was my purpose to
argue that fiction can actu ally involve existing or “actu al iz able”
entities, such as Napo leon, but once the latter is integ rated into its
new envir on ment, it loses its reality and becomes part and parcel of
the immer sion exper i ence and of a new language game. To answer a
ques tion previ ously asked—what does Napo leon do in a novel?—,
“Napo leon” does exactly what fictional char ac ters do: it is one of the
tools aimed at creating a fictional experience.
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2  “Le statut instable de la fiction montre bien que la définition de ses
frontières a des enjeux sociétaux et poli tiques” (12; trans la tions from French
texts are my own unless stated otherwise).

3  To be fair, Cohn does address the ques tion of embedded “external
refer ences” and provides an answer that has deeply influ enced my own
approach: “These imagin ative manip u la tions of more or less well- known
facts high light the pecu liar way external refer ences do not remain truly
external when they enter a fictional world. They are, as it were,
contam in ated from within, subject to what Hamburger calls ‘the process of
fiction al iz a tion’” (15). However, as indebted as I am to these remarks, Cohn
does not explore any further this process of contamination.

4  <www.lemonde.fr/livres/article/2020/11/26/controverse- autour-de-y
oga-d-emmanuel-carrere-je-ne-veux-pas-etre-ecrite-contre-mon-gre-affi
rme-helene-devynck_6061254_3260.html>.

5  Also, when it comes to a novel’s so‐called rela tion to some truth, we
should keep in mind that “a novel may be full of inde pend ently veri fied facts,
while a biography may be based on unfounded claims and contro ver sial
inter pret a tions” (Ryan, “Post mod ernism” 166).

6  “Les personnes historiques qui inter agis sent avec les person nages fictifs
accom p lis sent des actions qu’elles n’ont pas pu accom plir ‘dans la vie réelle’,
puisqu’elles les mettent en rela tion avec des person nages inventés. De ce fait,
elle se trouvent fictionnalisées.” (Schaeffer 140).

RÉSUMÉS

English
Richard J. Gerrig revis ited one of the most persistent myths of literary
theory, Coleridge’s “willing suspen sion of disbe lief” to point out that,
contrary to what the English poet believed, our natural proclivity is not to
disbe lieve, but to believe that everything is true, even fiction. He reversed
Coleridge’s concept and revealed that the real effort on the part of the
reader is the “construc tion of disbe lief” when one reads fiction; we do not
need to will ingly suspend disbe lief since we natur ally believe. But then what
happens when one reads a novel in which real histor ical figures such as
Napo leon are mentioned, or even used as char ac ters? The best way to
answer this ques tion is to adopt similar conclu sions as the ones reached by
Brian McHale in Post mod ernist Fiction regarding authors who project
them selves into their fiction, meta lepsis of the author in other words: “the
supposedly abso lute reality of the author becomes just another level of
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fiction, and the real world retreats to a further remove.” Thus, when authors
enter their fiction, they become fictional them selves and reality is dissolved
within fiction. I argue in this article that when a real person enters a
fictional space, she or he is contaminated by its onto lo gical envir on ment,
that is to say fiction.

Français
Richard J. Gerrig a revi sité l’un des mythes les plus tenaces de la théorie
litté raire, la fameuse « suspen sion consentie de l’incré du lité » de Cole ridge,
afin de démon trer que, contrai re ment à ce que le poète anglais croyait,
notre propen sion natu relle n’est pas d’être incré dule, mais de croire que
tout est vrai, même dans la fiction. Il a ainsi inversé le concept de Cole ridge
et révélé que l’effort de notre part consiste réel le ment à « construire
l’incré du lité » lorsque nous lisons des romans ; il n’est pas néces saire de
suspendre l’incré du lité car nous sommes natu rel le ment crédules. Mais que
se passe- t-il lorsque nous lisons un roman dans lequel une figure histo rique
telle que Napo léon appa raît, ou est même utilisée en tant que person nage ?
Le meilleur moyen de répondre à cette ques tion est d’adopter des
conclu sions simi laires à celles auxquelles Brian McHale est parvenu dans
Post mo der nist Fiction concer nant les auteurs qui se projettent dans leur
propre fiction, les méta lepses de l’auteur en d’autres termes : « la supposée
réalité absolue de l’auteur devient juste un autre niveau de fiction, et le
monde réel s’éloigne encore un peu plus. » Ainsi, lorsque les auteurs
rentrent dans leur fiction, ils deviennent eux‐mêmes fiction nels and leur
réalité est dissoute dans la fiction. Dans cet article, je défends la thèse selon
laquelle lorsqu’une personne réelle est incluse dans un espace fictionnel,
elle est contaminée par son envi ron ne ment onto lo gique, c’est- à-dire
la fiction.
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TEXTE

e

How do you capture the living tissue of the present moment while
eschewing the problem of illegib ility? This is the ques tion posed by a
certain class of 21st century novels which are concerned with both
creation and the contem porary reality. As Peter Boxall writes in his
mono graph on the 21st century novel, our reality is “diffi cult to bring
into focus, and often only becomes legible in retro spect” (1).
Borrowing the visual imagery of train scenes from Sartre’s essay on
The Sound and the Fury, 1 the critic argues that “the place we are
occupying at any given time is a lateral blur, which resolves into a
picture only when we have left it behind, as it fades into the
distance” (2). Exper i en cing the contem porary means failing to discern
it distinctly and tasting instead its blurry and unre gi mented texture.
But “blurry” is not a word that fits with the novel’s expected func tion
of enhan cing our percep tion of reality. How then can the novel
reorient that sense of failure and revise tradi tional generic

1
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constraints so as to better capture our fleeting sense of the
present moment?

This ques tion encom passes another notion: the rise of the
nonfic tional in post mil len nial novels. As early as 2003, Ben Marcus
praises writers like John Haskell, David Markson or John d’Agata for
relieving fiction from the “burden of unreality, […] the nasty fact that
none of this ever really happened that a fiction writer daily wakes to”
(Marcus 2003). When fiction side tracks the story to redirect its
atten tion to the reality out of which it was born, the distinc tion
between fiction and nonfic tion narrows and more creative
possib il ities arise. In Reality Hunger: A Manifesto, David Shields
famously proposed an ars poetica for a group of avant- garde artists
“who are breaking larger and larger chunks of ‘reality’ into their
work” (3). An “artistic move ment” is forming, Shields claims,
remark able in its “delib erate unarti ness”: “a blur ring (to the point of
invis ib ility) of any distinc tion between fiction and nonfic tion: the lure
and blur of the real” (5). Not long after, Jona thon Stur geon hailed the
emer gence of a new kind of novels that dram at izes the “lure” of the
real while laying bare the prob lems of literary creation in our
contem porary world. A 21st century version of the Künstlerroman is
emer ging, Stur geon writes, that “eschews the entire truth vs. fiction
debate in favor of the ques tion of how to live or how to create”
(Stur geon 2014). Stur geon’s formu la tion—to live or to create—
emphas izes the life- art dicho tomy that has tradi tion ally repres ented
the two activ ities as utterly distinct if not incom pat ible. Even though
avant- garde prac tices in the early 20  century attempted to
subsume the art- life conflict into one unique modality (Bürger), the
divide remains central in many a novel on creation in the
20th century. À la recherche du temps perdu is a supreme example, as
the novel dram at izes the two irre con cil able selves of a writer, the
social one and the creative other, who para site one another: “Un des
moi, celui qui jadis allait dans les festins des barbares qu’on appelle
les dîners en ville […], avait gardé ses scru pules et perdu la mémoire.
L’autre moi, celui qui avait conçu toute son œuvre, en revanche, se
souvenait” (Proust 617). 2 The long- held myth of solitary creation is
also what first drives the narrator in Sheila Heti’s novel, How Should a
Person Be (2010), to defer art in favor of life. Sheila, a young writer
who has been commis sioned by a theater company to write a play

2
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about women today, exposes her dilemma in terms that recall Marcel
Proust’s: either you retire from the world and write—“it is time to just
go into a cocoon and spin your soul”—or you live your social life and
don’t write—“I neglected this plan in favor of hanging out with my
friends every night of the week” (5). But Heti’s prot ag onist fails to
integ rate at this stage that such a divi sion of the subject is a romantic
fiction to overcome. “La littérature […], ça se fait toujours avec de la
‘vie’”, Roland Barthes wrote (59). This simple fact is what enables the
French philo sopher to start his Vita Nova, a late- life phase that he
defines as a project combining the reality of his social commit ments,
including his contract as a Professor at Collège de France, and his
desire to write a novel. The project will mater i alize in a series of
lectures now collected in La Préparation du roman.

In the 21st century, a new gener a tion of novel ists, among whom
Sheila Heti, Ben Lerner, Jenny Offill, Tao Lin or Kate Zambreno, to
cite only a few, do not hold back from integ rating the reality of their
lives within their work, exploring the complex artic u la tion of life and
creation, not by delin eating the life and adven tures of a fictional
subject as the traditional Künstlerroman would do, but rather by
focusing on the everyday texture of the writing- and-living process. 3

3

In such novels, the artic u la tion of how to live and to create can then
be regarded as the matrix of the literary object to come. The novel
becomes a labor atory where to explore the real in rela tion to the
advent of creation. The dynamics of such novels do not rest so much
on the generic scen ario of plot devel op ment but rather on the
unfurling of live thoughts about being and creating in the
contem porary world. In such novels, as Daniel Katz writes of Lerner’s
novel, “personal exper i ence […] is itself indis tin guish able from
theor izing about the aesthetic” (6). Their narrators are also pain fully
aware of the irre du cible medi ation of any written tran scrip tion of the
real: “What I really wanted to write was my present tense, which
seemed impossible” (5), notes the narrator of Drifts, a novel by Kate
Zambreno that struggles to x‐ray the present moment. “How can a
para graph be a day, or a day a para graph?” (5), she continues,
revealing the incom men sur ab ility of real time and textual forms. In
Ben Lerner’s Leaving the Atocha Station, the narrator is a poet who
prom ises himself he “will never write a novel” (65) and as Lerner later
specifies in an inter view “it’s because [Adam] can’t imagine writing

4
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prose that could manage to capture all the noise and irre du cible
contin gency of the real” (Rogers 234). In How Should a Person Be,
Sheila Heti retraces her narrator’s itin erary from struggle with the
commis sioned play to a reori ent a tion towards a “Novel From Life”, the
subtitle for her actual novel, a nonce form 4 spiraling out from the
record of real- life moments spent in conver sa tion with fellow artists.

This article aims to look at the strategies used by such writers to
tran scribe the elusive ness of the present moment within their
creative work. The focus is on three novels that span a decade of
fictional self- writing in the early 21st century: How Should a
Person Be? A Novel from Life (2010) by Sheila Heti, Leaving the
Atocha Station (2011), by Ben Lerner, and Drifts (2020) by Kate
Zambreno. Starting with an analysis of the creative struggle around
the tran scrip tion of the real, it then looks at how “live records” of the
real weave their way into the narrative struc ture of the novel. It
finally observes how the pursuit of a genre- codified literary object is
even tu ally redir ected towards the quest for new forms and struc tures
that assim ilate the novel to a formal possib ility to a “formal
possib ility” rather than a literary genre (Kurnick 228). 5

5

“Life’s white machine”
In Ben Lerner’s first novel, Adam Gordon is a young Amer ican poet
spending a year abroad on a pres ti gious fellow ship during which he is
concerned with the dead end of literary writing: how to capture the
imme diacy of the real without redu cing the texture of our days to an
arti fi cial narrative? The rumin a tions of the budding writer embed
within the fictional frame work a reex am in a tion of one of the
prevailing theories bequeathed by struc tur alism, the fatal inad equacy
between the word and the world. The choice is either the
conven tional narrative that flat tens any sali ence of the real, or the
accre tion of details that weave the real feel of the present moment
but whose written record deprives the text of any “intrinsic content”:

6

These periods of rain or periods between rains in which I was
smoking and reading Tolstoy would be, I knew, impossible to narrate
and that impossib ility entered the exper i ence: the partic ular texture
of my loneli ness derived in part from my sense that I could only
share it, could only describe it, as pure trans ition, a slow dissolve
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between scenes, as boredom, my project’s uneventful third phase,
possessed of no intrinsic content”. (63–64)

How to depict a moment whose essence lies in its evan es cence? In
Kate Zambreno’s Drifts, the narrator accu mu lates incho ative notes
circ ling around that crux: “The problem with daili ness—how to write
the day when it escapes us” (75–76); “how [others] deal with the
vast ness and ephem er ality of the day” (158). The narrators of Drifts
and Atocha, both failing to trans form their feel of the present moment
into commu nic ative language, echo Rilke’s solipsistic plea in
The Note books of Malte Laurids Brigge, as recorded by Zambreno in
her book: “My god, if any of it could be shared! But what would it be
then, what would it be? No, it is only at the price of
solitude” (Drifts 32). In retro spect and in writing, daili ness, repe ti tion,
the feeling of the ambient real, the flick ering texture of evan es cent
moments can only read as trans itional, as “a dissolve between
scenes” (Atocha 64).

7

In one of those early “scenes”, Adam explores the very Woolfian
“moments of being” that escape the frame work of novels. Recalling
his morning routine in Madrid, the narrator struggles with the
descrip tion of moments of enhanced reality whose exist ence
depends upon nothing else but an acute aware ness of life’s inef fable
continuum. The situ ation is not compar able with the epiphanies
cher ished by modernism; instead of an isol ated moment of ecstatic
radi ance punc turing the arc of a narrative, it consists in the infinite
series of acute perceptive instants of the close- grained texture of
reality. Such exper i ence, heightened by “hash and tobacco”, results in
the text in a list unfurling present, past and prospective sensa tions
and memories (15–16), before surren dering to the near- impossibility
of their artic u la tion: “I would feel […] most intensely love for that
other thing, the sound- absorbent screen, life’s white machine,
shadows massing in the middle distance, although that’s not even
close, the texture of et cetera itself” (16). The “sound- absorbent
screen” and “life’s white machine” here seem to suggest not the
“white noise” of a self alien ated by the external pervas ive ness of
tech no logy or politics, but some kind of immersive envir on ment for
the self, that unfurls an indis tinct but intensely present form of
reality yet unre corded, shadowy, hardly legible, like the lateral blur on

8
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the window of a moving train, and whose sight or feel is a chal lenge
to proper descrip tion: “although that’s not even close” the narrator
admits (64). The phrase “life’s white machine” is borrowed, like the
novel’s title, 6 from John Ashbery, the narrator’s favorite poet. It
somehow trans lates in our context into the mech an ical and
unqual i fi able substance of everydayness. 7 A delin eation of feel ings or
cher ished objects from the past that attempts to capture that feel of
exper i ence in the text is even tu ally subsumed into Adam’s final
reph rasing: “the texture of et cetera itself.” “Et cetera” or, in Jacques
Derrida’s term, “the abyss at the heart of things […], which in one go
swal lows everything into its gulf” (285), is a remark able phrase
precisely because it first reads as a non‐word, the negli gible
remainder, a drab expedient for what trans lates in English into “the
other things”, and in this context into the accre tion of all of the
unspe cified in life that does not fall into the temporal struc tures of
the narrative. In its abbre vi ated form, “etc.” concludes many
sentences in Atocha, when the narrator simply leaves a
sentence hovering in medias res, not bringing it to full resolution. 8

But in this passage, the word is fully developed. Thus fore grounded,
the Latin phrase textu ally exposes the chal lenge of seizing in
language that residual piece of the real just before it is fals i fied by
repres ent a tion, before “it falls under the rules of Aris totle and fails to
make contact with the real” (64). If “the other things” fail to be
actu al ized in prose—they can never be named without losing touch
with the elusive ness that char ac ter izes their exper i ence—their
pres ence is mani fested by the Latin phrase, which mater i al izes their
ghostly exist ence on the page and activate the “poetics of virtu ality”
(Katz 2). What if the novel, then, could salvage that indis tinct blur
—“these other things”—from obli vion? What if one could consider
them as the epic moments of a text while the eventful moments of
life became the mere “liga ments” between them? Is such a novel
possible and is it legible? Didn’t Karl Ove Knaus gaard have such a
strategy in mind when he wrote My Struggle? In a review cunningly
entitled “Each corn flake”, Lerner observes that the inclus ive ness of
Knaus gaard’s atten tion is important because “it is less inter ested in
the excep tional life than in the way any life can feel excep tional to its
subject” (Lerner 2014). The ques tions on the poetics of the novel that
Atocha embeds within its fictional struc ture are typical of what
Nich olas Dames (2012) and then Mitchum Huehls (2015) identify as
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“post- theory theory novels”: novels that display an aware ness of
post- structural theor et ical concepts that are not used to close the
text against itself as was often the case a few decades earlier, but that
are instead put to creative use in order to build rather than
decon struct, to compose rather than decompose.

In all three novels discussed in this article, the narrators’ fantasy of
capturing in prose the “texture of et cetera” bespeaks the desire of a
new class of novels to find their own way to chart a real that exists
beyond the limits of the text. The three novels borrow from the
canon ical genres of the Künstlerroman: they all expose the maturing
devel op ment of a young writer grap pling with a literary project, but
also diverge from the generic expect a tions of the genre by
attempting to fuse together the life and the art, the every day ness and
the poetics of the novel. Like the contem porary fiction analyzed by
Pieter Vermeulen in Contem porary Liter ature and the End of
the Novel (2015), a book that focuses on the new possib il ities offered
by the novel’s elasti city in the 21st century, the three novels “die into
form” (Vermeulen 1, 4), which means they depart from “the novel as
codi fied genre to explore what forms of life and affect emerge after
the dissol u tion of that genre—a dissol u tion that these novels
expli citly stage” (4).

9

Live records
One recur ring them atic element in all three novels is the focus on the
instru ments that help register live frac tions of the real. Cameras and
photo graphs, note book jottings, instant messages, email
corres pond ence find their way into the them atic and narrative
struc ture, all recording frag ments of the narrator’s inter ac tion with
the real. In accord ance with what Shields sees as the “delib erate
unarti ness” of the “raw […] seem ingly unpro cessed, unfiltered,
uncensored” (5) material of a new literary move ment, the three novels
display keen atten tion to the means of tran scribing the real into
their work.

10

One of the struc turing devices of Sheila’s novel is the record of actual
conver sa tions. In an inter view with The Paris Review (La Force), Heti
stresses the influ ence of Kenneth Goldsmith’s Soliloquy on her
writing, one of the concep tual poet’s most famous exper i ments,

11
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consisting in a 488‐page uned ited tran scrip tion of every single word
he spoke within a week in April 1996. In the second section of How
Should a Person Be?, Sheila’s atten tion is drawn to an expensive tape
recorder displayed in the window of an elec tronics shop; the
instru ment changes her meth od o logy and reori ents the forms of the
commis sioned play she has been failing to write. Sheila starts
recording her conver sa tions with the visual artist Margaux
Willi amson, focusing the exchange on her diffi culties with the
play (59). The long sessions she later spends tran scribing the
exchanges act as a turning point in her artistic matur a tion: “It wasn’t
my play, but it felt good. […]. I felt closer to knowing some thing about
reality, closer to some truth” (158). Sheila soon extends the use of the
tape- recorder to her analyst, other fellow artists, friends and a
shop keeper. The seem ingly verbatim sections of the novel, which run
over about a third of the 306‐page novel, give a sense of the “blur of
the real” through the unfiltered real- life conver sa tion, that includes
redund ancy, hyper bolic marks of affect, speech- fillers, marked
pauses and unpro ductive retorts, like “No. I can’t think of
anything” (70). But unlike Goldsmith’s Soliloquy, the conver sa tions are
not linearly tran scribed in dense margin- to-margin format. Somehow
haunted by the play Sheila is not writing, they are disposed in the
form of theat rical cues (name of the speaker centered, cues beneath),
and inter spersed with italicized descrip tions looking just like stage- 
directions, recording either bodily reac tions (“Misha shrugs” 155),
feel ings (“Margaux grows very embar rassed as they walk away” 111) or
rhythm (“Pause” 106). The conver sa tions are also organ ized into
chapters, whose titles revive the Picar esque tradi tion of the epis odic
struc ture (“At the Point Where Convic tion Meets the Rough Texture
of Life”; “Fate Arrives Despite the Mach in a tions of Fate”; “Sheila wants
to quit”; “Sheila wants to live”; “Sheila Wanders in New York”, etc.).
What the novel boldly displays is the cohab it a tion of two
contra dictory impulses: that of canon ical literary struc tures (the
clas sical five- act play, the origins of the modern novel) combined
with the uned ited tran script of the real. Another form of real- time
exchanges lies in the tran scrip tion of technology- based messages,
whether typed mails or voice mails. Again, the every day ness quality of
most exchanges seems to exclude reph rasing and foster imme diacy
but on the other hand all the messages—either from Sheila or from
her corres pond ents—are disposed in numbered paragraphs:
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Margaux emails Sheila… 
1. there was a robbery and they’re blaming it on me. 
2. i can’t leave the neigh bor hood! i haven’t felt this at home
in decades! 
3. legally i don’t think they can make me leave but they live above me
and work below me and my toler ance is gone. (35)

In several interviews, 9 Sheila Heti says the numbers refer for her to
the numbered verses in the Bible. The tran scripts emphasize a
tension between faithful speech tran scrip tion, including
nonmean ingful utter ances, and the return to the roots of Western
liter ature in the forms of highly canon ized models, here the
numbered verses of the Bible. Set against a tradi tional or sacred
struc ture, the rough ness of the tran scripts marks Sheila’s liber a tion
from the canon ized ideals of beauty: “I had spent so much time trying
to make the play I was writing—and my life, and my self—into an
object of beauty” (13). 10 While the narrator first portrays Sheila as
enslaved to the aesthet i ciz a tion of both her creative work and life,
the tran scribed emails and record ings leave room for the gritty
texture of the real. As Myra Bloom observes, this is true of the general
struc ture of the work, as the novel is partly “inflected by the
conven tions of the Künstlerroman” but its formal exper i ment a tion
and resist ance to aesthet i ciz a tion embody “the novel’s spirit of
radical defin i tion” (179, 177).

In the three novels he has written so far, Ben Lerner provides another
take on the record of the real by repur posing real pieces of art and
writing in his narrative. Paint ings, film stills, photo graphs, poems and
frag ments of articles he published else where are repur posed in the
fictional frame work of the novel. Atocha also embeds a digit ally
medi ated record of a live conver sa tion. In chapter two, a virtual
exchange between the narrator and his friend Cyrus, then in Mexico,
runs for 10 pages (68–78):

12

Me: you there? what’s up in xalapa 
Cyrus: Yeah. Went on a kind of trip this weekend. Planned to camp. 
Me: i was going camping here for a while. 
Me: hello? 
[…] 
(Atocha 68)
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The small- talk that initi ates the conver sa tion soon turns to the
narrative of a tragic event Cyrus exper i enced on a trip where he saw
a young woman drown. The bare and direct style of instant- 
messaging first contrasts with the invol uted sentences of an
other wise voluble narrator. But the digital format makes the reading
exper i ence reflexive itself. Patrick Hayes gives an insightful reading
of that passage as a counter example to the wide spread idea that the
imme diacy of exper i ence can only be disclosed by voice. The passage,
embedded within a novel, fore grounds the glitches of instant- 
messaging by refusing to exclude inter rup tions, the mishand ling of
typo graphic norms, the over lap ping and time- delayed cues, all of
which frac ture Cyrus’ momentous narrative, threat ening to break it.
Instead, they make the accrued intensity of Cyrus’ story and of
Adam’s atten tion even more palp able as the narrative progresses and
moves towards its fatal conclu sion. Hayes aptly connects this paradox
to the reason why Adam loves the poetry of John Ashbery. By drawing
your atten tion to the means by which your exper i ence is medi ated,
“Ashbery’s poems allow you to attend to your atten tion, to exper i ence
your exper i ence, thereby enabling a strange kind of pres ence”, Adam
reflects further in the novel (Atocha 91). The stumbles in Cyrus’
discourse enhance that “strange kind of pres ence”, both activ ated and
frus trated by the many ruptures in the text. As the instant- messages
near the tragic outcome of Cyrus’ exper i ence, his messages grow
longer, while Adam’s inter rup tions become rarer, shorter and
repet itive (“jesus”, “jesus”, “fuck”, “no”, “jesus, man”, “jesus I am sorry
you”, 72–73) suggesting both his heightened atten tion and rising
anxiety, that are in turn exper i enced by the reader. The extract is one
of the many instances when reflex ivity heightens our feel of the real.

13

In Zambreno’s novel, another instance of the avid pursuit of the real
in fiction resides in the narrator’s obses sional note- taking habit. The
self- reflexive novel follows a diar istic form, although ellipt ical and
loosely dated (“early in October”, “in the begin ning of the month”, “at
the end of September”, etc.), stitching together years of scribbled
notes, jottings, memos, printed out emails, Post- it notes, all of which
were rearranged by the narrator in her note books before being
turned into the frag ments that compose the book. Drifts is a 327‐page
novel composed of short entries (ranging from one short para graph
to three pages of text), surrounded by large areas of blank space, and

14
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occa sion ally inter spersed with uncap tioned photo graphs, either
personal or histor ical, but connected to the text surrounding them.
The title of the first part, “Sketches of Animals, and Land scapes” is
borrowed from a drawing by Albrecht Dürer. “Sketches” is an apt
descriptor of the provi sional nature of the narrator’s notes, and
“land scapes” is also in the book one of Zambreno’s idio syn cratic
manners to desig nate the back drop against which her mean dering
thoughts are delin eated. The narrator, a published novelist whose
next book is under contract, confesses early in the book her
fascin a tion “with the writing one is doing when one is not
writing” (6), by which she means memos, email corres pond ence and
jottings of all kinds. Her obses sion for provi sional writing forms
extends to the letters and note books of well- known authors and
artists, the “bach elor note takers” (10), “my hermit bach elors” (206) as
she calls them, among whom Rainer Maria Rilke, Robert Walser, Franz
Kafka, Albrecht Dürer, all central in Drifts, but also J. M. Basquiat,
Ludwig Wittgen stein, Joseph Cornell, Chantal Ackerman and many
others. The books and art the narrator relishes and cites in Drifts are
not the canon ized oeuvres of master artists but their diaries, papers
and sketches, their own unfin ished and unpol ished record of
time passing.

The evan es cent nature of the narrator’s records finds a coun ter part
in a simple syntax that unfolds narrative segments in the present
tense, descriptive or incho ative verb less clauses about every day ness,
about the weather and chan ging seasons, and about her desire to
write “Drifts”, “a novel that contains the energy of thought”, or
“a drifty essay on time” (230).

15

The narrator’s keen atten tion to slow- paced elemental changes in the
texture of time appears in the very first pages of the book where she
exhumes a letter from Rilke to his wife. In it, the poet notes with
intense atten tion the “various tones and textures” of three branches
of heather his wife enclosed in the envelope (3). Further in the book, a
double spread of forty photo graphs of Genet, the narrator’s dog,
gives a visual rendi tion of that quest for art forms that could capture
the slip pery nature of time (40–41). The dog is seen lying on the
couch; the sequen tial plate of vign ettes first evokes the unpro cessed
and pre- edited nature of photo graphers’ contact sheets, but because
the subject hardly moves from one picture to the other, the

16
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infin ites imal changes in the dog’s posi tion also recall Victorian
chro no pho to graphy and how it frag ments tiny sections of time over
multiple photo graphic expos ures of animals to better under stand
move ment. The spread may even read like the visual version of the
“texture of et cetera” that Adam Gordon is after in Leaving the
Atocha Station. For pasted all together, what these photo graphs
record is no dramatic moment, but quasi- inertia, or the liga ments
that follow and precede “sharply local ized occur rences in
time” (Atocha 64), the “et cetera” of life, moments that contain nothing
but them selves. This repet itive exposure to the unfolding of time is
one of the narrator’s devices to “layer time”: “If I took a photo graph of
the same tree every day […] it would be about the taking of the
picture, the process and the ritual, a way of marking the day and
layering time, which is increas ingly what the project of art is for me”,
the narrator notes (158). Such atten tion to the “marking” of time in
writing sheds light on the writer’s disarray when another writer of
“so‐called autofic tion with a half- million dollar advance on his last
book, wins the so- called genius grant” (75). The book is easily
recog nized as 10�04, Ben Lerner’s second novel, which encloses
within its plot the history of the generous advance that prompted its
public a tion. The narrator’s sour note might first denote the
compet it ivity of the New York literary scene, but the real concern is
philo soph ical and linked again to time: “How did this writer have the
confid ence to write his novel seem ingly in real time over a year?” she
wonders. The ques tion reflects the narrator’s obses sion with the
meas ure ment of time and how it imper cept ibly changes you before
you even know it, so that synchron izing the self you write with the
self you are is impossible. Having for her part failed to find a
publisher for her previous manu script, the narrator is disturbed by
the distance that now alien ates her from that book: “What would it be
like, I wondered, thinking of the genius grant winner, to write a self in
the time you were the self you wrote about in your book, so you were
sure it was you?” (137); in other words, is it even possible to write a
novel in real time?

“Decreation”
In the three novels discussed, narrators are seen initially searching
their way to the creation of codi fied literary objects that fail to

17
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mater i alize, whether a long research- driven poem on the Spanish
Civil War’s literary legacy in Atocha (23, passim), a play about women
for a feminist theater company in Heti’s novel (39–47, passim), or a
contracted novel on time in Drifts (11, 13, 160, passim).

By exploring new forms to encode the real in language, all three
narrators even tu ally drift farther from the literary object first
considered. In fact, all three novels mark the authors’ gradual
disen gage ment from the contracted work towards a form that
frus trates generic expect a tions but is more open to acci dental and
heur istic devel op ment. The situ ation is as described by Pieter
Vermeulen: the perpetual anxiety over the obsol es cence of generic
forms is artist ic ally productive as it offers forays into new forms of
writing (1–18). Sheila, the narrator of Heti’s novel, morphs into Sheila
Heti the author when she renounces the impossible play and
produces instead a novel from “the rough texture of life” (21). What
remains of the ideal ized commis sioned play is the spec tral form of a
five- act struc ture super seded by the epis odic struc ture of the
Picar esque novel, delin eating epis odes that are in reality the
prepar atory stages of the novel to come, that is, the novel we are
given to read, which even tu ally fuses histor ical and fictional
author ship, the fictional Sheila and the empir ical Sheila Heti.

18

Ben Lerner, a writer committed to poetry first and fore most, claims
that he never thought he would write a novel until the novel was
there: “part of what enabled me to write the novel was the fiction
that I wasn’t writing one: I was sitting down and writing prose for
hours […] and I kept saying to myself: if I were writing a novel it
might look like this” (inter view 2011). In the actual novel, the long
narrative poem that Adam must write as part of his fellow ship
program is set aside for the creation of more exper i mental forms of
poetry that follow the rhythm of the narrator’s encoun ters with the
personal, social and polit ical life in Madrid and results even tu ally in
the produc tion of a book. The process is recon ducted into 10�04
where the six- figure contract obtained from the promise to turn a
short story into a novel about fraud u lent corres pond ence finally
enables the advent of the book that now exists in the real world as
10�04.

19
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All through Zambreno’s novel, the narrator is under contract for a
book called “Drifts” (5), which is, in words taken from the early stages
of the novel, “a different book from the one I am trying to write
now” (7). In the course of her writing, she compares her own diffi culty
to Kafka’s complaints when trying to prepare a text for public a tion
while his true desire is “to let a work take shape unforced” (13). Failing
to write the present moment in a conven tional novel istic form, she
produces instead a book about “that fleeting feeling in the morning,
of possib ility” (325).

20

The narrators have shifted from the codi fied genre expected of them
—by a theater company, a publishing house or an insti tu tional
program—to a unique form specific to their quests. The situ ation may
recall what Anna Gibbs finds symp to matic of ficto criti cism: “a way of
writing for which there is no blue print and which must be constantly
invented anew in the face of the singular prob lems that arise in the
course of engage ment with what is researched” (Gibbs).

21

Scholars Rachel Saagner Buurma and Laura Heffernan provide an
illu min ating insight into that reori ent a tion from product to process.
The oper ating mode in How Should a Person Be?, they argue, is the
twenty- first-century version of Roland Barthes’ La Préparation
du roman. Barthes insists that the writing process needs no
with drawal from the world. Instead, it requires his constant
inter ac tion with the real tran scribed into writing through daily
prac tice of nota tion, a word that should really be called “notatio”,
Barthes writes, as the word better tran scribes the very gesture of
taking note of the real, of extracting from the unin ter rupted river of
life a tiny segment and “mark” it (“marquer, isoler quelque chose dans
ce flux inin ter rompu”, 61). His method relies on the accu mu la tion
of “notulas”, simple one- word notes jotted down on bits of paper in
the course of his activ ities, then expanded into “notas” tran scribed on
a note book the next day (253). That layered inscrip tion of the real is
mirrored in both Heti and Zambreno’s novels, whose narrators are
both occu pied in many instances at tran scribing swiftly taken notes
or recorded exchanges into prepar atory material for a novel, as is
Sheila in the following instance: “A feeling of my true freedom came
up inside me, and I sat down before my computer and calmly
tran scribed the message Margaux had left me on the tape- 
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recorder” (157). As for the narrator in Drifts, she is constantly writing
up, gath ering, arran ging, composing her notes into a notebook. 11

Barthes was not inter ested in produ cing the novel itself but in its
prepar atory stages. “[J]e vais faire comme si j’allais faire un
roman” (67), he writes in a section entitled “Comme si” (67–70) and the
thought is echoed years later by Ben Lerner: “if I were to write dialog
it might look some thing like this, if I were giving shape to some thing
like a chapter it might have this kind of trajectory, and so on—but the
condi tion of possib ility for going on was reas suring myself that
I wasn’t actu ally writing a novel” (Loudis). The prepar atory stages of
the novel come to replace the fantas ized literary novel. Making
them selves and their writing avail able to the real rather than
complying with codi fied expect a tions might corres pond to what
Zambreno calls “decreation”, 12 one of the words she first uses to refer
to the distinc tion between “working” and letting her work “take shape
unforced”, from her inter ac tion with the real:

23

But I am working, taking notes and thinking. Not just lazi ness, I’ve
decided but what Blan chot calls désoeuvrement, trans lated vari ously
as “inop er at ive ness”, “inertia”, “idle ness”, “unworking”, or my favorite,
“work less ness.” A  spir itual stance, more active, like decre ation. The
state where the writing of the frag ment replaces the work (12).

“The state where the writing of the frag ment replaces the work”
might account for the creative process of the three novels
considered. As in Barthes, all three narrators abandon the fantasy of
the canon ical work to focus instead on an “as‐if” novel, and the
prepar atory stages become the novel. The fiction of the “self- 
begetting novel” (Kellman) is revis ited in an era where the fictional
often merges with the auto bi o graph ical, where the product resulting
from a fictional process strangely extends beyond the fiction to exist
in the world.

Conclusion
As observers of contem porary fiction have pointed out, the twenty- 
first century has fostered a “prolif er a tion of novels that shift their foci
toward the real, the thing, and pres ence, and away from the sign,
word, and absence upon which post modern fiction fixated” (Holland,
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Succeeding Postmodernism 7). This is a point that this article means to
further elucidate by examining three literary objects whose narrators
are focused on the act of writing and thinking about the recre ation of
the grainy texture of our reality within a novel istic struc ture. What
makes this collec tion of metafic tional novels different from the
metafic tion of the late twen tieth century is that unlike the elder
prac ti tioners of the genre, Lerner, Zambreno, Heti and other
contem porary figures do not despair over the irre du cible medi ation
of the real; the dramat iz a tion of a failure to write the real that
concerned so many post modern writers of metafic tion appears in
these novels as the initial step of the artist’s matur a tion. The failure in
their cases becomes gener ative of a new creative energy that finds its
own form towards the rendi tion of the blurry and illegible real. Unlike
Kenneth Gold smith’s unaltered tran scrip tion of real- life
conver sa tions, the record of the real (diar istic notes, conver sa tions,
etc.) is care fully crafted and embedded into the fictional frame work
so as to produce a new form of reality- effect: the narrator’s efforts to
make the real look real parti cipate in the artistic matur a tion of a
subjective voice grap pling with the blurry real surrounding her. The
hybrid form of each of these novels, that include poems, lists, digital
forms of writing, integ rates the high medi ation of the real as a form
of our contem porary reality, all the while drawing the reader’s
atten tion to the construc ted ness of the narrative. Because the text is
both fictional and self- reflexive, the reader’s recep tion oscil lates
between the crit ical response enabled by the meta tex tual
comment aries and the affective response enabled by the fictional
frame work. This use of self- reflexivity is there fore not turned against
itself and corres ponds to what Mary K. Holland recently iden ti fied as
“metafictive realism” (Contem porary Realism 55–60). The novels
“provoke the reader into acts of reflec tion, less on the status of the
text that on how our ways of reading the text trans late to ways of
reading and relating to the world” (Contem porary Realism 59). By
having their narrators exposing and openly discussing their strategies
to tran scribe the real into fiction, the three novels capture the
complex inter ac tion of the narrator with the real and in turn provoke
the reader into addressing her own subjective sense of the real.
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NOTES

1  P. Boxall refers to the English trans la tion of an essay origin ally published
by Sartre in 1939 after Faulkner’s novel was trans lated into French.

2  “The Private Life” by Henry James is another example. In this story, the
novelist explores the divide between the man who creates and the one who
social izes. In an early scene, after listening to the mediocre conver sa tion of
the author Clare Vawdrey, “the greatest (in the opinion of many) of our
literary glories” (58) in the drawing- room of a Swiss Hotel, the narrator
climbs to the writer’s room to take a look at the manu script of a play he is
writing for the actress Blanche Adney. What he finds there at the workt able
is a double of the author immersed in his work, unre sponsive, the private
and silent coun ter part of the social figure still engaged in table- talk in the
drawing- room. “The Private Life” is not one of James’ ghost- stories that
dwell in the super nat ural, but a philo soph ical fantasy on the two halves that
reside in the mind of creative author.

3  The distinc tion between the traditional Künstlerroman and the kind of
artist’s novel we are discussing recalls the distinc tion made by Arnaud
Schmitt in his defin i tion of self- narration between the “life story (classic
auto bi o graphy) and the self- story [that] requires different narra to lo gical
tools and can be more inventive, less chro no lo gical” (Schmitt 130). All three
novels concerned are effect ively “self- stories” albeit the stories of
creative selves.

4  A phrase borrowed from Brian Teare’s formu la tion commenting on Rilke’s
Note books of Malte Laurids Brigge (Teare 190) and asso ci ated with texts that
have a specific form fitting their own occasion.

5  One of the theories quoted and explored further by Peter Vermeulen
(2015, 3).

6  See Daniel Katz for an analysis of the title’s exact replic a tion of the title of
an Ashbery poem (320–321).

TEARE, Brian. “The School of Fears, Rilke’s Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge”. A Forest
on Many Stems, Essays on The Poet’s Novel, edited by Laynie Browne. Nightbooks,
2021, pp. 190–200.

VERMEULEN, Pieter. Contemporary Literature and The End of the Novel: Creature, Affect,
Form. Palgrave McMillan, 2015.

ZAMBRENO, Kate. Drifts. Riverhead books, 2020.
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7  As Lerner explains, John Ashbery did not exactly originate the phrase
“life’s white machine” but borrowed it from a book by the poets Geof frey G.
O’Brien and Jeff Clark and used it as an epigraph to one of his poems
(Inter view 2013, 233).

8  See occur rences on pages 20, 28, 37, 39, 46, 56, 58, 71, 96, 102, 109, 136,
163, 179.

9  See for instance, Heti inter viewed by Hoggart, Liz, 2013.

10  Myra Bloom rightly analyzes the novel’s creative exacer ba tion of the
contra dic tion between “a vener a tion of beauty and its unmasking”, as for
instance through the ambi val ence of the char acter herself, “a writer and an
intel lec tual […] incon gru ously modelled on celebrities like Paris Hilton and
Lindsay Lohan”. From such contra dic tions derives our aware ness of the
“massive ironic gap between Sheila’s vacuous pronounce ments and the
implied commentary by the author” (Bloom 3).

11  See for instance: “as I sit writing up my notes in a crowded coffee shop”
(87–88); “I sit at the bar and write up my notes from my walk into a
note book” (94); “as I am writing this, gath ering up my notes”, “moving
around my notes from the fall” (186) and count less other examples.

12  The word decre ation is also the title of a hybrid collec tion of pieces by
Anne Carson, who borrows the word from the French philo sopher Simone
Weil. For Weil, decre ation was a means “to get herself out of way so as to
arrive at God” (167). In Carson’s volume, decre ation is akin to a creative
spir itual posture that seeks to displace the self from the center of the
work. In Drifts, the word reappears in two other instances where it echoes
Weil’s and Carson’s refer ences, meaning for the narrator “a going away from
the self, prefer ring to tell other stories” and in a further example: “This
decre ation” becomes “This Complete over writing of the self” (298).

RÉSUMÉS

English
Whether it is in the wake of a “Return to the Real” in visual arts”
(Foster 1996), of “Reality Hunger” (Shields 2010), a number of novel ists of the
third millen nium have shown an ever growing interest in accom mod ating
the forms of the real into their fictions. For a certain category of novels, the
fascin a tion for the real trans lates into consid er able changes brought to the
novel’s inherent rela tion with time. As shown by Peter Boxall, the speed and
instant aneity that are specific to our 21st century seems to be
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coun ter bal anced in a certain number of novels by an infinite atten tion to
the slow passing moments of our everyday reality (2013, 1–18). This article
focuses on three novels that revisit the forms of the Künstlerroman in the
21st century (Ben Lerner, Leaving the Atocha Station, 2011; Sheila Heti, How
Should a Person Be? A Novel from Life, 2012; Kate Zambreno, Drifts, 2020)
and looks at the strategies used by their narrators to grasp the elusive
nature of the tran sient real while in the process rede fining the novel as a
site where to explore formal possib il ities rather than as a set of
generic constraints.

Français
Que ce soit dans la conti nuité d’un certain « retour au réel » (Foster 1996)
ou du « besoin de réel » (Shields 2010), un certain nombre de roman ciers du
troi sième millé naire montrent un intérêt crois sant pour la recherche de
nouvelles formes suscep tibles d’accueillir le réel dans le roman. Cette
fasci na tion pour le réel se traduit bien souvent par de profonds
boule ver se ments de la rela tion au temps inhé rente au genre roma nesque.
Comme le suggère Peter Boxall, la vitesse et l’instan ta néité qui
carac té risent notre XXI  siècle, semble chez certains roman ciers
contre ba lan cées par une atten tion infinie pour les instants ténus et
insi gni fiants qui tissent notre exis tence. Le présent article se penche sur
trois romans qui revi sitent les formes du Künstleroman au XXI  siècle et
examine les stra té gies qu’il mettent en œuvre pour saisir la nature
évanes cente du réel, tout en repen sant le roman comme un espace
d’explo ra tion de formes possibles plutôt qu’un ensemble de
contraintes génériques.
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The colonial and postcolonial real: a fragile balance
“New angles at which to enter reality”
The postcolonial real and the contentious issue of representation

TEXTE

The ground was right now not
the ground, and the sky was
not the sky, and lie was truth
and truth was a shifting,
slithering thing.
Marlon  James, Black Leopard,
Red Wolf (2019)

The colo nial and post co lo nial
real: a fragile balance
In her compre hensive study of colo ni alism, post co lo ni alism,
and textuality, Colo nial and Post co lo nial Liter ature:
Migrant Metaphors, Elleke Boehmer reminds us of the close
connec tion between Empire and the text. Empire was “repres ented
by texts” and was itself “a textual exer cise” (Boehmer 14). From offi cial
reports to personal diaries and travel writing, from scientific and
news paper articles to works of fiction, Empire was “expressed
textu ally” (Boehmer 14). Even if it may appear a little outdated in view
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of the current pref er ence in crit ical and theor et ical analyses for the
latest theories, Edward Said’s 1978 explor a tion of Empire’s textual
prac tices is invalu able here for its unsur passed explan a tion of the
role of text in the colo nial project. Closely related to the cultural
aspect of colo ni alism, “the so‐called truthful text” as well as “the
avowedly artistic (i.e. openly imagin ative) text” (Said 21) served to
dissem inate colo nial ideo logy by produ cing and imposing colo nial
repres ent a tions of the world. Said elucid ates in book- length detail
that while ostens ibly compiling and trans mit ting know ledge of the
Orient or, by exten sion, any other colon ised space, the colo nial text
system at ic ally created an inferior phant asmal world, ration al ising and
justi fying colo nial rule. The colo nial text offered fictional
repres ent a tions of a non‐existent world that was constructed by
means of “verbal ‘image- making’” (Cobley 57) dictated by the existing
power rela tions and the prevailing stand ards of the centre.
The language of the colo nial text was, there fore, designed to
artic u late Empire’s inter pret a tions of subor dinate worlds rather than
their realities:

[W]e need not look for corres pond ence between the language used
to depict the Orient and the Orient itself, not so much because the
language is inac curate but because it is not even trying to be
accurate. What it is trying to do, as Dante tried to do in the Inferno,
is… to char ac terize the Orient as alien… (Said 71–72)

To achieve this, colo nial texts, whose produc tion partly coin cided
with the domin ance of realist repres ent a tions in European
liter at ures, went well beyond the real and were closer to medi eval
fabu la tion than to literary and artistic realism or scientific objectivity.

Written by both visitors in colon ised territ ories and those who only
imagined them, colo nial texts were similar in their world- creating
strategies to Imagines mundi. These encyc lo pae dias fed into the need
for the mira cu lous by imagining and describing distant lands from
frequently unin formed perspect ives, confirming the preced ence of
symbolic repres ent a tions over empir ical ones (Eco). The effect in
either case was a blurred boundary between truth and false hood as
real ities were over laid by construc tions of the real. From a long
histor ical perspective, Umberto Eco’s essay on the power of
false hood considers a tend ency throughout human history to

2
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collapse the border between the real and the unreal, and provides
numerous examples of false beliefs that were the driving forces of
history. Yet, while attempting to high light the porous ness of the
truth/lie dicho tomy, Eco cites beliefs that were not intended to
cause harm. Contrary to them, colo nial texts over whelmed the reader
with delib erate misrep res ent a tions that promoted the colo nial
ideo logy. Even in the first half of the twen tieth century, which
witnessed a greater recog ni tion of cultures outside Europe and the
emer gence of “European expres sions of self- doubt”, the nineteenth- 
century world- picture was for the most part undis turbed and
“European sover eignty remained largely unques tioned, as did the
cultural authority of the West” (Boehmer 133).

Because colo nial writing admitted of no perspective other than its
own—Western, European, white, and predom in antly male—from its
begin nings, post co lo nial liter ature was driven by an urge to redefine
the formerly colon ised world by repres enting it from hetero gen eous
indi genous points of view. In other words, the oppressive textual
prac tices of Empire, with consequences that reached far beyond
matters of textu ality, inspired a revi sionary tend ency that came to
define early post co lo nial writing. It restored frag ments of lost
histories, cultures, and voices, and dethroned the colo nial real by
offering fresh, because formerly unavail able, perspect ives on
colon ised real ities. Images of uniformly prim itive soci eties with little
or no history, culture, or social and polit ical organ isa tion were
replaced by portrayals of rich, long- standing indi genous tradi tions,
social and polit ical hier archies, and indi vidu al ised char ac ters.
Admit tedly, nativist post co lo nial writing was at times predis posed to
nostalgia and roman ti cisa tion, some times well before the period of
decol on isa tion, which Solomon Plaatje’s Mhudi (1930) illus trates in its
employ ment of “a nostalgic- romance mode to suggest that an
inclusive, supra- tribal form of nation alism should prevail in southern
Africa” (Walder 58). However, works by writers like Chinua Achebe
assume a real istic approach to society to celeb rate African histories
and cultures without ignoring inner divi sions, patri archal oppres sion,
or the economic disparity between urban and rural areas.
Irre spective of their approach, early post co lo nial responses to
colo nial repres ent a tions expressed a pref er ence for realism.
However, it was not realism of the purely rational and linear kind that
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came to dominate European liter at ures since the Enlight en ment.
It was a more inclusive brand of realism in which the real
encom passed the worlds of myth, legend, and indi genous reli gions.
Revived to assert the exist ence, value, and rich ness of preco lo nial
cultures, and positive cultural differ ence, those tradi tions and their
textual expres sions also exposed an inclin a tion towards ques tioning
the strict divi sion into the real and the unreal.

Subsequent post co lo nial responses gradu ally developed from those
early attempts to describe formerly colon ised worlds from
indi genous perspect ives, yielding insight into other real ities through
fictional modes and genres that ranged from realism to magical
realism, science fiction, and the Gothic. Condi tioned in part by
post co lo nial cultural hetero gen eity, the wide variety of approaches to
the real has ensured a continued ques tioning of uniform colo nial
images of othered worlds. As the works discussed further in the text
hope to show, the extraordinary diversity of post co lo nial treat ments
of the real has remained unaf fected by the gradual shift in
post co lo nial writing away from the oppos i tional strategy of writing
back towards less antag on istic, yet equally crit ical, consid er a tions of
the polit ical, economic, demo graphic, cultural, and other
consequences of colo ni alism in the neoco lo nial world. The specific
concerns of different stages in the devel op ment of post co lo nial
liter ature, of different post co lo nial cultures and authors continue to
find expres sion in both real istic and fant astic narrat ives. Due to a
wide spread schol arly interest in fant astic modes and genres,
espe cially magical realism, and perhaps even a certain pref er ence for
them, as Sorensen’s analysis of post co lo nial realism suggests, they
may be mistaken as default. Yet, realist post co lo nial fiction
demon strates that no single narrative mode or genre should be
auto mat ic ally expected.

4

Post co lo nial liter ature that employs the fant astic describes worlds
where the dethrone ment of the binary real/unreal achieves
subversive purposes. Post co lo nial magical realism employs its
distinctive duality to rewrite reality as one in which the real and the
magical merge, mirroring the simul tan eously frag mented and plural
nature of post co lo nial soci eties and iden tities. Post co lo nial science
fiction disrupts at one stroke the conven tions of an essen tially
Western genre and the Western claim to scientific advances. The
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post co lo nial Gothic uses yet another Western genre to subvert the
concepts of the rational and the explic able, and recast (post)colo nial
oppres sion as Gothic entrap ment. In general, the fant astic in
post co lo nial writing emphas ises cultural pecu li arity or pride in
cultural origins, partic u larly when it relies on indi genous tradi tions,
reflects hybrid post co lo nial real ities and perspect ives, and responds
to Empire’s obses sion with ration ality, objectivity, and logic.

As the following discus sion hopes to demon strate despite its
unavoid able limit a tions in scope, post co lo nial fiction in all its
mani fest a tions offers novel takes on the real and the logical.
To illus trate it, the discus sion considers a selec tion of works that are
taken as good examples of different post co lo nial approaches to the
real, under stood in its specific, though not always specified,
histor ical, polit ical, economic, and/or cultural contexts. The list of
these approaches is far from exhaustive, but a more compre hensive
one, involving allegory or irony, for instance, would require a book- 
length study. As flawed as any selec tion must be, this one attempts to
be inclusive in its treat ments of novels, novellas, and graphic novels
as fiction, as well as in its focus on both much- debated authors, like
Salman Rushdie, and those, like Shaun Tan, whose work is yet to be
thor oughly examined. It also takes a broad view of post co lo nial
liter ature as one whose themes, forms, atti tudes, and languages have
been crucially defined by the exper i ence of colon isa tion, with a
special interest here in liter at ures written from formerly
margin al ised posi tions. The authors’ cultural back grounds—an
assort ment of African, Carib bean, Indian, British, Chinese, Malay, and
Australian roots—is a mere coin cid ence as the selec tion is inspired by
books rather than authors, whose shared ties with the “bitterly
contested field” (Punter 5) of the post co lo nial suffice. As a result, the
scope of cultural influ ences is not wide enough to involve all
post co lo nial liter at ures, but they would hardly find enough space in a
book, let alone an article. The selected works do reflect the
hetero gen eity of post co lo nial cultures, albeit to a certain extent,
which indic ates the exist ence of post co lo nial liter at ures within the
gener al ising term post co lo nial liter ature that has been and will be
contested on account of its applic a tion to various cultural and
histor ical contexts, geographies, and iden tities. Although culture is an
important factor in the consid er a tions that follow, mode or genre
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provides the starting point. Since the selected writers and works also
belong to various stages in the devel op ment of post co lo nial liter ature
in English, their aims, strategies, and achieve ments some times
signi fic antly vary. The following selec tion, there fore, intends to
illus trate certain tend en cies within post co lo nial fiction, all the while
bearing in mind that it is not, nor can it be, repres ent ative of all
post co lo nial literature(s).

“New angles at which to
enter reality”
Perhaps the most logical way to begin a discus sion of post co lo nial
approaches to the real would be to briefly outline the realism of early
post co lo nial writers, a mode, genre, or “aesthetic style” that
responded “to the polit ical idea of a norm ative reality” (Sorensen 16).
At the time when post co lo nial liter at ures were being born, Western
liter at ures indulged in inward- looking exper i ment a tion with form
under the impres sion that there were no new stories to tell and that
exper i mental forms were adequate for portraying unstable
twentieth- century real ities. Post co lo nial liter at ures, on the other
hand, offered a wealth of new stories, so the need for formal
exper i ment a tion was less prom inent and occurred spon tan eously
when, for instance, the novel was being reshaped by the rhythms of
indi genous oral storytelling. In this initial stage, focus was on literary
excav a tions of preco lo nial histories and cultures, and native
repres ent a tions of colon isa tion and its after math. Those early works
responded to European constructs with their own versions of the
real, rarely conforming to the neat divi sion between the material and
the spir itual. Put differ ently, from the outset, post co lo nial liter ature
has ques tioned vari ants of European realism and what consti tutes
reality, so the real in fictions like Chinua Achebe’s Things
Fall Apart (1958) incor por ates spirits, curses, and punish ments by the
gods as vital elements of reality: “The land of the living was not far
removed from the domain of the ancestors. There was coming and
going between them…” (Achebe 115). Char ac ter ised by such boundary
crossing, Achebe’s delib er ately omni scient repres ent a tion of the real
was part of a larger project of exposing colo nial narrat ives about
Africa as “crude distor tions of the African char acter” (Gikandi). As a
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consequence, the dominant view of Achebe’s realism is that it
coun ter acts colo nial repres ent a tions of Africa through “a system atic
critique of Afric anist discourse” (Gikandi).

Within that frame of inter pret a tion, instead of the dark continent of
colo nial liter ature, Africa emerges in Achebe’s work as a place of
history, govern ment, social struc tures, reli gion, and culture revived
through language, customs, and stories, restoring the dignity of Igbos
as indi vidu al ised human beings capable of the good and the bad. In an
attempt to avoid uncrit ical glor i fic a tion and show that the past never
exists in an untainted form, along side the values of Igbo culture and
peasant life, Achebe also imagines the society’s weak nesses and
mistakes, at times cruel patri archal and super sti tious prac tices, and
the deep ening social divi sions that play into the hands of colo ni alism.
In a fiction that char ac ter ist ic ally links realism with the national
imaginary, hyper mas cu line Okonkwo is the central symbol of
tradi tion. He and the culture he epitom ises are caught between
tradi tion and modernity, the crisis of authority and the need for
nego ti ation being tragic ally confirmed by Okonkwo’s suicide as a
result of his inab ility to engage in a constructive struggle with the
disrup tion of tradi tional ways of life. If Okonkwo’s combative
tradi tion alism repres ents anti co lo nial resist ance, the end of his life
points to the need for dialogue that subsequent post co lo nial
liter ature managed to open.

8

According to Morrison, such realism was less inclined towards
histor ical retrieval since “the real commit ment of African writers like
Achebe was not […] to the redemp tion of preco lo nial tradi tions, but
rather to the emer gence of an African modernity” (15). Achebe was
able to enter “the scene of modern writing and create a space for
African self- fashioning” (Gikandi) but, perhaps expec tedly, his
dedic a tion to African modernity has been criti cised as alle gi ance to
the Western ideo logy of modernity, and so has his employ ment of
modernist rhet oric. Achebe’s writing responds to the Euro centrism of
modernist European liter ature but also estab lishes a dialogue
between realism and modernism, where “modernism’s rhet oric of
failure and displace ment” is used “to expose the anxi eties of late
empire” (Gikandi). Even though Achebe’s much- discussed work is not
epitomic of all early post co lo nial writing, it exem pli fies a dominant
trend that emerged in post co lo nial liter at ures across the globe. In
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their different ways, some more realist than others, authors like
R. K. Narayan, Anita Desai, George Lamming, or Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o
claimed the authority to narrate their worlds and realities.

As an inclusive hetero gen eous mode/genre/style that rendered the
real from polit ic ally charged native perspect ives, early post co lo nial
realism was already a depar ture from European repres ent a tions. It
was even tu ally displaced by “[f]antasy, or the ming ling of fantasy and
natur alism” (Rushdie, Imaginary Homelands 19), but this gradual
process did not suppress realism as a vehicle for portraying
(post)colo nial real ities. Post co lo nial realism continues to scru tinise
and form ally reflect the power rela tions, polit ical and economic
inequal ities, and ignored exper i ences of the glob al ised neoco lo nial
world. Contem porary novel ists employ realism to examine colo nial
legacies in urban settings of the Western world (Zadie Smith’s
White Teeth, 2000), widen the geography to include formerly
colon ised spaces (Chim amanda Ngozi Adichie’s Americanah, 2013), or
consider post co lo nial issues from a long histor ical perspective
(Fred D’Aguiar’s Feeding the Ghosts, 1997). Such realism ventures well
beyond clas sical realism and early post co lo nial realism, and in its
selec tion of details proves that “realism is a mere conven tion rather
than a close appre hen sion of the real” (Cobley 106). Partic u larly when
char ac ter ised by frac tured forms that reflect histor ical discon tinuity,
displace ment of indi viduals and communities, and ruptures in one’s
iden tity, post co lo nial realism refrains from a desire “to depict social
real ities in detail and with great fidelity” (Cobley 109). Instead, it
altern ates between frag ments focused on specific exper i ences and
gaps, which imbues the real with a sense of ambivalence.

10

Ambi val ence is argu ably one of the most signi ficant qual ities of the
real in Caryl Phil lips’s fiction, and is a defining trait of novels like
A Distant Shore (2004) and Crossing the River (1993). If Things
Fall Apart is a national allegory, A Distant Shore can be read as a
state- of-the-nation novel that exposes fissured national iden tity and
the hidden real ities of a divided nation. To extend the old argu ment
that the idea of the nation is summoned in times of war, it is
summoned in times of any crisis which threatens or disrupts it. In
Phil lips’s novel, threat assumes the shape of an illegal migrant whose
pres ence in England disturbs the comforting but illusory national
homo gen eity, pointing to faults that result from the nation’s
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reluct ance to accept its own cultural, racial, and ethnic
hetero gen eity. Layered ambi val ence in Phil lips’s repres ent a tion of
contem porary British reality concerns “ambi val ence towards […]
Britain, […] the place to which the migrant belongs as an outsider”
(Clingman 47), the host country’s ambi val ence towards the
migrant/outsider, and ambi val ence ensuing from the migrant’s effort
to remember details of his supposed crime while suppressing the
memory of his tragic past in a war- torn African country. Ambi val ence
is also a feature of form in the novel, so the pervasive sense of duality
and frac ture trans lates into a double or frac tured narrative of
Gabriel/Solomon, the said migrant, and his neigh bour Dorothy.

That contem porary post co lo nial realism may move away from the
nation towards transna tion alism is confirmed by novels like
Zadie Smith’s On Beauty (2005) and Phillips’s Crossing the River,
which present the real from a wider cultural, spatial and/or temporal
perspective. Struc tur ally dispersed to better convey discontinuity,
Crossing the River compas sion ately recasts the history of slavery as
inter con nected stories of indi vidual suffering across time and space,
contra dicting a certain tend ency that Sorensen finds in post co lo nial
inter pret a tions of realism. In his view, “post co lo nial read ings of
distinctly anti- realist texts tend to magnify the poly phonic aspects,
whereas read ings of literary realism often reduce the latter to simple,
them atic repres ent a tions of national homo gen iz a tion” (44). Phil lips’s
form ally and them at ic ally complex poly phonic repres ent a tion of
transna tional real ities lost in the gaps between offi cial history and
unof fi cial memory imagines the real in the voids of history, and
under mines realism’s predom in antly single/omni scient perspective.
With its open ness and ambi val ence, the novel chal lenges yet another
misas sump tion, one that sees realist novels as closed, exem pli fying at
the same time the polit ical implic a tions of post co lo nial realism.
Loaded with polit ical signi fic ance, Phil lips’s realism casts a certain
shadow on Sorensen’s claim that realism is a style that “precedes the
reality of the nation- state, one that gradu ally disap pears the moment
the latter comes fully into being” (156). Even if realism appears to have
fallen out of favour (Walder 126), it remains, espe cially in its ruptured
vari eties, a powerful means of repres enting disjoin ted ness at the
heart of contem porary realities.
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To call into ques tion the colo nial mono pol isa tion of the real and its
total ising miscon struc tions, post co lo nial liter ature has used its own
vari ants of literary realism as a strategy of resist ance to the
conser vative realism of colo nial texts, which was itself a mode of
fantasy that relied entirely on its authors’ inter pret a tions of the
world. The above examples are far from a compre hensive list of “[t]he
kinds, vari ations, and degrees of realism emer ging within post co lo nial
contexts” (Sorensen 136) but may serve to illus trate that realism has
never been a unified phenomenon in post co lo nial fiction and has
always been marked by a polit ical agenda. In some instances, the
polit ical agenda inspired a pref er ence for realist portrayal at the
expense of altern ative modes of repres ent a tion, which is why
J. M. Coetzee’s alleg or ical novels were criti cised for their apparent
lack of engage ment with South Africa. However, it would be reductive
to think that there is only one correct way to represent the real, and
the realist approach to racial oppres sion and respons ib ility that was
expected of white writing in South Africa in the polit ical climate of
atone ment does not reflect a world wide post co lo nial trend. Realist
repres ent a tions do not cancel the validity of anti- realist takes on the
real, and switching from realism to allegory and back, Coetzee’s
oeuvre demon strates that it is possible to prob lem atise the history
and reality of South Africa both directly and indir ectly while
exploring themes like viol ence, trauma, oppres sion, domin a tion, or
authority that tran scend any given context. Despite the occa sional
need for realism and an extraordinary number of writers who use it,
“literary realism consti tutes an interesting blind spot within
post co lo nial studies” (Sorensen 5) and is still insuf fi ciently researched
as outdated, atav istic, or anachron istic. Non‐realist and anti‐realist
approaches, on the other hand, have attracted more schol arly
atten tion on the grounds of their supposedly wider and more radical
palette of strategies to render and ques tion the real. Revealing that all
repres ent a tion is just that, a repres ent a tion of the real, the fant astic
modes and genres have played a pivotal role in resist ance and
cultural self- representation. In further analysis, I will focus on some
of the most common coun ter weights of realism to determine how
they off- centre the real, and to under stand the reasons behind
schol arly favour itism of non‐realist and anti‐realist discourses.

13
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The indis put able academic pref er ence for modes and genres
anti thet ical to realism can at least in part be attrib uted to the
effect ive ness of their repres ent a tions of the (post)colo nial real, for
which they are some times mistakenly under stood as more adequate
and more typic ally post co lo nial than realism. They have indeed
proved invalu able in artic u lating polit ical radic alism and
commu nic ating the multi pli city and parti ality of post co lo nial cultures
and iden tities, while responding to the Western notions of the
rational, the logical, and the realist(ic). Among them, magical realism
stands out as by far the most extens ively researched mode, genre,
and discourse, as Stephen Slemon defines it, whose essen tial
hybridity mirrors the now thor oughly exhausted concept of
post co lo nial hybridity. Contrary to Amaryll Chanady’s distinc tion
between magical realism and fant astic liter ature, I see it as a blend of
realist and fant astic codes which ques tions discourses reliant on
seem ingly unas sail able truths. This enables it to achieve multiple
purposes: to tran scend the binary logic of the rational/irra tional or
the real/fant astic; to enact the duality, plur ality, hybridity, and
frag ment a tion of post co lo nial cultures, nations, and iden tities; to
assert the exist ence of multiple real ities and their inter pret a tions;
and to depict polit ical, economic, and cultural disorder in
post co lo nial nations. “As a post co lo nial response to colo ni alism’s
often brutal enfor cing of a select ively conceived modernity”
(Warnes 12), driven by the desire to rewrite the processes and
outcomes of writing history and reality, magical realism is frequently
combined with the equally split or double discourse of
histori ographic metafic tion. With or without histori ographic
metafic tion, magical realism gestures towards clas sical realism in that
it some times imagines the troub ling process of building/narrating
post co lo nial nations, perhaps most famously in Salman Rushdie’s
Midnight’s Children (1981), but unlike the more hopeful realism,
magical realism narrates the nation as a polit ical failure. Again like
realism, it also reaches beyond narrat ives of the nation to address
transna tional or inter na tional concerns, as in The Ground Beneath
Her Feet (1999), a novel of and about our thor oughly glob al ised world.
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Its perplexing termin o logy, signi fic a tion, defin i tion, and
categor isa tion aside, magical realism has been vari ously inter preted
as a hybrid and liminal, cultur ally specific or inter na tional
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phenomenon with extraordinary subversive poten tial rooted in a play
with “assump tions about the nature of what is real and what is not”
(Warnes 2). In its in‐between ness, restor a tion of indi genous cultures,
cultural cross- pollination, non‐linear spati otem por ality, unstable
bound aries, and ex‐centric origins, magical realism is partic u larly
appealing to post co lo nial liter ature’s strategies of subver sion. It
favours neither magic nor realism but offers a split and hybrid system
of repres ent a tion that reflects our flawed percep tion. In its most
recent incarn a tions, it is a mode/genre whose magic “rearranges our
sensory capa cities opening thresholds to othered pres ences and
forms of knowing that braid reality into dynamic entan gle ments”
(Perez and Cheva lier 19). Its incred ible capa city for trans form a tion—
think only of the variety of cultures, types, purposes, and features at
play—precludes a unified defin i tion. The phenomenon is simply too
hetero gen eous to fit any neatly defined category, so the following
example offers a mere glimpse into the contem porary vari ants of
magical realism outside the magical realist mainstream.

In his study of post co lo nial realism, Sorensen claims that in the
narrativ isa tion of civil war in Nigeria it is realist Nigerian fiction that
“becomes a way of addressing not simply injustice and cruelty carried
out by either party, but also a larger perspective that tran scends
partisan views and recalls affective senti ments of fellow- feeling, of
collective suffering” (108). Chris Abani’s Song for Night (2007) shows
that a blend of natur alism and fantasy can be equally effective in this
respect, without specifying the exact war since Abani’s “primary
purpose is not to docu ment or histor icize the necro pol it ical
condi tions of a partic ular death world” (Durrant 187). Because of its
lyrical but graphic repres ent a tion of the horrors of post- 
independence conflicts, the novella lends itself easily to trauma
studies, but to inter pret it solely as “a straight for ward repres ent a tion
of a necro pol it ical world risks succumbing to nihilism” (Durrant 180).
The narrator has lost hope but his narrative has not: love and beauty
survive in all the madness, and the narrator is finally reunited with
the ances tral spirit world. Like all the other works mentioned here,
Song for Night “resist[s] text book post co lo nial approaches” (Tunca) in
its explor a tion of trauma and moral relativism in times of war. As
I hope to demon strate, it also escapes generic pigeon holing since the
narrative straddles magical realism and (animist) realism.
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It is narrated by the imagined voice of the liter ally muted My Luck, a
child soldier who finds himself in “a strange place to be at fifteen,
bereft of hope and very nearly of […] humanity” (Abani 19). His post- 
explosion quest for his lost platoon turns out to be a journey of self- 
realisation and into after life. What at first strikes the reader as a
series of unusual occur rences—his unit is nowhere to be found, the
river is flanking him, his cigar ette pack never runs out, his memories
are all jumbled, he keeps shud dering and is haunted by insa ti able
hunger and thirst, temporal progres sion seems off, and people seem
to be mistaking him for a spirit—become hints about the real nature
of My Luck’s journey. Caught in the liminal state before his soul has
crossed into the other world, he tells a story that is caught between
magic and reality. The real in the novella is equally marked by details
of war atro cities—murder, rape, canni balism—and refer ences to
ghosts, spirits, and super sti tions. Beck oning towards the material
reality, the narrator informs us that “after three years of civil war
nothing is strange anymore” and “everything is possible” (Abani 31,
109), so his story blends magic and realism to represent a world of
blurred bound aries—life/death, right/wrong, friend/enemy,
human/spirit—and explore unspeak able trauma. The novella’s blurred
bound aries facil itate Abani’s narrativ isa tion of a child- soldier’s
exper i ence as morally dubious since the work “refuses the
senti mental portrayal of the child- soldier as inno cent victim”
(Durrant 194), takes a “step back from mimetic realism”, and “acts as a
safe guard against any ‘unchecked iden ti fic a tion’” (Tunca). The chosen
mode also allows Abani to present “two levels of reality: one is an
‘objective’, outside realm in which the mute hero and his friends
cannot commu nicate verbally; the other is an inner, imaginary sphere
in which My Luck tells his story and can hear his friends’ thoughts
and feel ings” (Tunca). Because they are condi tioned by language, the
realms evoke the linguistic struggle that took place across
post co lo nial contexts as a struggle between different systems or
codes of expres sion, repres ent a tion, and interpretation.
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Different systems of inter preting the real coexist in the novella, so
the vari ously defined real and fant astic, natural and super nat ural,
tradi tional and modern combine to create a hybrid reality whose
opposing codes func tion in such a way that “[o]n the level of the text
neither has a greater claim to truth or refer en ti ality” (Warnes 3).
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My Luck confirms that when he asserts the reality of the spirit world
—“the appar i tions I have seen are real” (Abani 109)—in a story which
constantly “draws atten tion to its own fictional quality” (Tunca). The
result is similar to the effect silence has on My Luck: such a narrative
“opens up your view of the world” (Abani 21). The essen tial ambi guity
of magical realism in the novella achieves another goal as it
compensates for the failure of conven tional means of expres sion to
convey trauma, and poten tially distances the reader from it. In Sam
Durrant’s view, however, the novella’s main concern lies beyond
relating trau matic exper i ences for he believes Abani’s effort is
connected to animism: Song for Night centres around one’s
iden ti fic a tion with the world rather than one’s repres ent a tion of it.
In that sense, the novella is perhaps closer to animist realism since
“the mimesis at work in Song for Night has as its funda mental goal its
narrator’s reab sorp tion into the (spirit- )world” (Durrant 188).

Whether we read it as magical or animist realism, Song for Night
exhibits contem porary transna tional and cosmo pol itan senti ments by
pointing out the signi fic ance of the local in the global and plunging
into cultural mongrel isa tion. Instead of fencing itself within a single
culture, the novella narrates a world where old African legends
coexist with Amer ican popular culture. A hint at the novella’s
mongrel ised nature is provided even before the story begins: the
epigraphs taken from Molière and Castaneda mani fest that,
compared with Achebe’s nativist work that describes a partic ular
moment in Igbo history, Abani’s novella is transcul tural as well as
African. If we agree with Durrant’s view that “the pecu liar, residual
‘autonomy’ of African liter ature does not consist in the recovery of a
lost cultural tradi tion, as critics once claimed of novels such as
Things Fall Apart, but rather in the inven tion of tradi tion” (182), then
magical, or animist, realism helps Song for Night do precisely that.
Since it draws on cross- cultural sources, it also avoids one of the
pitfalls of magical realism, a possible resur rec tion of stereo types
about irra tion ality and re‐exoti cisa tion of cultures outside Europe.
Dismissing the argu ment that magical realism has become “a cliché, a
titil lating narrative trick”, Song for Night nurtures “counter- forces and
counter- realities” and there fore “guar an tees that some thing else
exists whose deco lo nial ener gies cannot be fully tamed” (Perez and
Cheva lier 6, 3).
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Another genre that draws strength from what cannot be tamed, and
to that end some times joins forces with histori ographic metafic tion,
is the post co lo nial Gothic. Although they may at first seems like
worlds apart, post co lo nial liter ature and the Gothic evince “a shared
interest in chal len ging post- enlightenment notions of ration ality”
(Smith and Hughes 1), exploring different forms of other ness, and
broad ening the outlook on the real. Before they received serious
read erly and schol arly atten tion, post co lo nial liter ature and the
Gothic were outside the main stream, occupying them selves with
what main stream liter ature deemed neither inter esting nor
signi ficant. Their origins on the peri phery were a starting point for
their collab or a tion. When they inter sect, the Gothic becomes a space
for literary exam in a tions of the darker and more dangerous aspects
of post co lo nial real ities, while the post co lo nial endows the subversive
ener gies of the Gothic with polit ical purpose and anchorage in the
material reality. A good illus tra tion of that is when the post co lo nial
Gothic looks into the post co lo nial nation as “the collective fantasy of
a stifled people” (Rushdie, Shame 263). The trans gressive poten tial of
the Gothic is then mobil ised to analyse post- independence isol a tion,
corrup tion, oppres sion, and disappointment.
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Set “at a slight angle to reality” (Rushdie, Shame 29), Salman Rushdie’s
Shame (1995) relies on a number of Gothic conven tions to them atise
polit ical and gender oppres sion, viol ence, and monstrosity in the
context of a repressive Peccav istani regime that corrodes itself from
the inside. The imaginary country, like the char acter who symbol ises
it, repres ents “the wrong miracle” and belongs in a world where
demo cracy has “never been more than a bird of passage” (Rushdie,
Shame 89, 204). Its claus tro phobic, labyrinthine spaces where
char ac ters, espe cially female, are imprisoned and isol ated, represent
geograph ic ally dislo cated Gothic sites of viol ence and haunting that
seem to exist outside time. Spaces like the Nishapur house or the
Mohenjo estate thus place “emphasis on enclosure, entrap ment and
alien a tion” (Teverson 137), serving the novel’s critique of the corrupt,
tyran nical regime of fiction al ised Pakistan and its oppressive moral
code. Suspending the novel between reality and fantasy, Rushdie
speaks out about polit ical and moral oppres sion, and truth confined:
“there are things that cannot be permitted to be true” (Rushdie,
Shame 82).
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With its amalgam of the real and fant astic, and begin ning in a
“reclusive mansion … neither material nor spir itual” (Rushdie,
Shame 30), Shame couples magical realist and Gothic revelry in
duality to prob lem atise the dicho tomies civil isa tion/barbarism,
honour/shame, inno cence/monstrosity, and man/woman. By
reversing the stereo typ ical char ac ters of the vulner able Gothic
heroine and her commonly male saviour, Shame probes the
unre solved issue of male threat and female victim isa tion in the real
world. Model ling his intel lec tu ally chal lenged, and there fore inno cent
and more vulner able, heroine Sufiya in unex pected ways on real- 
world victims and fictional char ac ters from The Strange Case of
Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1886), “Beauty and the Beast” (1740), and
Jane Eyre (1847), Rushdie turns her into a monstrous avenger of social
evils who disrupts the image of female submissive ness and passivity,
and exposes the unpal at able truth that there is “a place for monsters
in civil ized society” (Rushdie, Shame 199). The novel employs yet
another Gothic trope, Franken steinian, to shape Sufyia as a socially
created monster with opposing features and a product of the polit ical
patho logy of post- independence conflicts. By setting against male
shame less ness and corrup tion rebels against female victim isa tion
among whom Sufiya embodies collective shame, the novel traces the
connec tions between colo ni alism, politics, gender, and sexu ality in a
mish- mash of natur alism and fantasy because “[r]ealism can break a
writer’s heart” (Rushdie, Shame 70).
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In his rendering of post co lo nial imagin ings, Punter defines the
literary as inev it ably retreating from the real, as
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that which resists pinning down […] that which will always […]
produce “other”, “unau thor ised” mean ings; as that which conjures
phantoms, which banishes phantoms […] as a phenomenon of lies
and truth, of narrat ives that wind and twist and go nowhere, of
history and trauma endlessly and impossibly rewriting each other
[…] as the distorted mirroring, the per- version, of the worlds in
which it func tions. (5–6)

Nowhere is this more obvious perhaps than in the post co lo nial
Gothic. Driven by the conjured twinned ghosts of history and trauma,
Rushdie’s mean dering Gothic narrative per- verts the real, entangling
truth and lies beyond recog ni tion. Like magical realism, the Gothic in
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post co lo nial fiction narrates other, unau thor ised real ities, rewriting
history to reveal trauma, trauma that is caused in Shame by a
polit ic ally corrupt patri archal regime. Rushdie’s per‐version of
history and reality that exposes polit ical and moral corrup tion
real ises the subversive poten tial of the Gothic most persuas ively in its
explor a tion of “the rela tions between monstrosity and power”
(Punter 110). The novel’s unlikely monstrous Other is the repos itory of
her people’s shame, which empowers her by fuel ling her rebel lion
against the polit ical status quo and its patri archal oppres sion, at the
same time disem powering the system’s figures of authority. The
monster here is then “the ulti mate meta phor for polit ical and social
contam in a tion: in her body emerge all the crimes and viol ences of her
society” (Punter 112) that will bring about its down fall. “At a slight
angle to reality”, Rushdie’s unau thor ised narrative thus employs
Gothic conven tions to them atise the very real social, polit ical,
economic, and moral turmoil in post- independence societies.

Post co lo nial retreats from realism and excur sions into fantasy and
spec u la tion have also given some prom in ence to science fiction,
which provides post co lo nial fiction with another territory in which to
examine the uneasy issues of the real. As Raja and Nandi point out,
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[t]he connec tion between science fiction and post co lo nial studies is
almost natural: both these fields are deeply concerned with
ques tions of tempor ality, space, and exist ence. Central […] to both
[…] are the ques tions of the ‘other’—human, machine, cyborg—and
the nature of multiple narrat ives of history and utopias and dysto pias
of the future. (9)

At its begin nings, when Mary Shelley’s 1818 proto- science fiction
Frankenstein was published, science fiction was entangled with the
history of indus tri al isa tion, capit alism, colo ni alism, and scientific
advances, so well before science fiction’s defin i tion as a genre in
the 1920s, its precursors were inspired by imperial expan sion into
unknown territ ories and contact with alien cultures. It is all too easy
to draw paral lels between invading extra ter restrials and colon isers,
or aliens and racial or ethnic Others, but science fiction cannot be
reduced to any number of conven tions nor can the alien and the
unex plored strange land be reduced to a single signi fic a tion, as
Rieder’s and Langer’s detailed analyses reveal. Despite the genre’s
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fluid nature, the link with colo ni alism is clear in the concerns that
“range from triumphal fantasies of appro pri ating land, power, sex,
and treasure in tales of explor a tion and adven ture, to night marish
reversals of the posi tions of colon izer and colon ized in tales of
inva sion and apoca lypse” (Rieder 21). So is its connec tion with
post co lo ni alism’s project of destabil izing binaries, exposing
inequal ities, and subverting colo nial tropes. Post co lo nial science
fiction some times goes a step further to envi sion future poten ti al ities
that are not neces sarily “bounded and inflected by history”
(Langer 80) but open up to the possib ility of tolerant creaturely
coex ist ence in a utopian cosmo pol itan world.

That possib ility is the centrepiece of Shaun Tan’s word less
graphic novel The Arrival (2007). Although it may seem unusual to
shift atten tion from the more conven tional fictions to one that
belongs to a long cross- cultural history of graphic narrat ives, it is
chosen here on them atic grounds and “the assump tion that the
formal, the aesthetic and the polit ical are never separ able categories”
(Knowles et al. 380). Further more, as studies by Daniel Stein, Jan- noel
Thon, Simon Grennan, Andrés Romero- Jódar, Michael A. Chaney, and
Robert Petersen all show, graphic novels are treated as novels and
fictions in schol arly analyses. The Arrival, a work that has already
been read as a post co lo nial science fiction novel in the special issue
of the Journal of Post co lo nial Writing dedic ated to graphic novels,
exam ines what Langer iden ti fies as some of the key themes of
post co lo nial science fiction: other ness, diaspora, and move ment (4).
To paint a nuanced picture of the migratory exper i ence, Tan develops
a narrative on migra tion and belonging, other ness and strange ness,
inter spe cies commu nic a tion, and tech no lo gical innov a tion that
oper ates purely on the visual level, high lighting the inad equacy of
verbal expres sion to convey dislo ca tion and possible trauma.
Fant astic and natur al istic details of atro cities suffered at home—
oppres sion, colon isa tion, war, and poverty—estab lish a dialogue with
dream like images of life in The New Country. On the way there,
isol a tion and loneli ness are visu ally commu nic ated in chapter two
when the panels focus on the migrant behind the ship’s porthole and
then gradu ally zoom out to show more and more portholes
presum ably hiding other migrants, but the page also inev it ably
imparts a sense of togeth er ness. Together they exper i ence the
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strange ness of the new place as “an altern ative universe” (Earle 390)
where they are first confronted with unusual birds and statues. They
all face diffi culties in finding accom mod a tion, learning a new
language, and under standing habits and customs as cultural aliens.
“What the alien signi fies […] varies greatly” (Langer 3) in both
post co lo nial and science fiction, so Tan’s migrant becomes an
observer of other ness and strange ness, not merely their epitome.
Differ ence and other ness are rendered inter esting rather than
prob lem atic (Earle 396), and the strange new appli ances, houses,
creatures, food, and weather are all designed to reflect the
strange ness, novelty, and unhome li ness that arouse the migrant’s
curi osity. Tan plays with what Langer calls science fiction’s corporeal
concep tu al isa tion of other ness (82) and fuses the strange with the
familiar, so the unusual creatures resemble animals of the real world
and the strangely familiar house hold appli ances operate differ ently
from those at home. As the migrant is daily forced to deal with
strange ness and other ness, that of the new world and his own, the
journey addi tion ally enables a “crit ical perspective on one’s home
culture” (Rieder 2), its reas sess ment from a distance, beck oning
towards a cosmo pol itan future of truly tolerant post na tional
coex ist ence. To that end, The New Country’s welcoming quality is
suggested upon arrival by the statues of two human figures shaking
hands, but the true nature of its cosmo pol it anism is revealed only by
the fact that the figures are holding animal companions.

The “posthuman quality” (Banerjee 403) of Tan’s approach to the real
lies in his portrayal of a world popu lated with humans, strange yet
familiar creatures, and unusual tech no logy. The images’ sepia tones
afford a long histor ical perspective, so the impres sion is that the
story is at the same time age- old, posthuman, and time less. Its
posthuman aspect lies in its repres ent a tion of “an egal it ari anism of
species” (Banerjee 400). Inter spe cies commu nic a tion and warm,
helpful creaturely coex ist ence evoke the belief that “hope lies in our
forgotten connec tion to (other) animals” (Durrant 179). In his analysis
of Abani’s Song for Night, Durrant makes a claim that may equally
apply to The Arrival: “human alien a tion tips over into forms of trans- 
species rela tion ality, into an aware ness of our common
creatureli ness” (186).
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What remains to be seen is if this is a utopian repres ent a tion of
reality. Admit tedly, Tan’s compas sionate vision ignores the fact that
cosmo pol it anism and post na tion alism may not always be “in the best
interest of those on the peri phery of the global divi sion of labor” (Raja
and Nandi 9). As if to confirm that, The New Country’s resemb lance
to Ellis Island is not only a reminder of the history of migra tion to
America as a site of cultural encoun ters but a confirm a tion that
“glob al iz a tion, instead of creating a two‐way hybrid iz a tion process,
also tends to restruc ture the global cultures mostly in the image of a
Western and North- Atlantic norm” (Raja and Nandi 8). This poten tially
re‐estab lishes the West as the horizon of civil isa tion where those
who flee the less civil ised corners of the world congregate. The
redeeming quality of Tan’s vision of The New Country is that it is not
so much a tech no lo gic ally advanced world but one which comes
close to the horizon of civil isa tion as a harmo nious coex ist ence of
cultures and species “with incom men sur able differ ence”
(Banerjee 402). The belief in progress that char ac ter ises science
fiction here finds expres sion in a progress of humane ness
and tolerance.
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The post co lo nial real and the
conten tious issue
of representation
As Sorensen reminds us in his insightful, albeit theor et ic ally
over burdened and at times overgen er al ising study, the ques tion of
repres ent a tion has always been crucial to post co lo nial studies. It has
been posited as a problem since the field’s concep tion, which has
resulted in a pervasive struggle against repres ent a tion (12–13). How
we represent the real, in all its diversity, using what means and from
what perspect ives, continues to spark off debates while post co lo nial
treat ments of the real, form ally and gener ic ally exper i mental or not,
continue to vary. In its search for the best way to approach the real,
post co lo nial studies has favoured the view that “a radical post co lo nial
text had to be A) cosmo pol itan, or at least expli citly anti n a tion alist,
and B) modernist/post mod ernist, or at least anti- realist”
(Sorensen 37), dismissing on at least one ground a very large and
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diverse body of realist post co lo nial fiction. Yet, recent crit ical studies
by Sorensen, Robin ette, and others point to an awakening interest in,
and a crit ical reappraisal of, the polit ic ally charged tradi tion of
post co lo nial realism. Despite post co lo nial studies’ dismissal of
literary realism as anachron istic and wedded to nation alist
ideo lo gies, post co lo nial liter ature continues to use both realist and
anti- realist modes and genres, all of them effective in their pecu liar
ways in the repres ent a tion of the real. Post co lo nial studies’
reluct ance to engage with literary realism may also be attrib uted to
the common percep tion that “magical realism and other forms of
anti re alism” are “more repres ent ative of post co lo ni alism”
(Sorensen 5). Their hybrid and frag mented nature reflects the
post co lo nial condi tion and provides fertile ground for radic ally
subversive critique of total ising discourses, but to claim that they are
more rather than differ ently repres ent ative of post co lo ni alism is
largely unfounded.

The idea behind this discus sion was to examine different post co lo nial
approaches to the real and demon strate their continued relev ance. In
the early stages of post co lo nial fiction, realism helped revive buried
tradi tions and, unlike European real isms, presup posed the exist ence
of magic and spirit worlds. Achebe’s masterful inter weaving of Igbo
storytelling tradi tions into the novel’s narrative, his intro duc tion of
Igbo words and sayings in an English text whose sentences settle into
the rhythm of Igbo, and his depic tion of a preco lo nial society in Africa
in all its rich ness and vulner ab ility, all use realism to contest the
colo nial notion of Africa as the Dark Continent. In its contem porary
vari eties, realism may assume a more tradi tional form (Min Jin Lee’s
Pachinko (2017)) or a scattered one (Caryl Phillips’s The Nature
of Blood (1997)) to depict the pecu li arly post co lo nial aspects of
disjoin ted ness and discon tinuity. Phil lips’s double- voiced
A Distant Shore form ally reflects the geograph ical, cultural, and
emotional discon tinuity of migra tion, the mental and emotional
disjoin ted ness caused by the joint forces of gender oppres sion and
ageism, as well as the disjunc ture at the heart of the contem porary
British iden tity. As it is placed between memory and factu ality,
between offi cial and unof fi cial accounts, such realism is very far from
a straight for ward repres ent a tion of reality and is char ac ter ised by a
degree of ambi val ence that brings it close to non- realist or anti- 
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realist repres ent a tions. Among these, magical realism still takes
preced ence as a “global genre” that now ventures “beyond the
concrete archi tec ture of post co lo nial” in the tech no lo gic ally
advanced glob al ised world of more frequent cultural encoun ters
since “contem porary magical realism engages […] the density of
exper i ence where even the most quotidian bound aries of the self are
crossed by strange and dynamic encoun ters” (Perez and Cheva lier 2).
Often mistakenly seen as the exclusive prop erty of certain cultures,
magical realism wishes “to expand existing categories of the real” or
indeed “rupture them alto gether”, which equally applies to all
post co lo nial approaches to the real that emerge as “a response to the
‘othering’ that accom panies Western colo ni alism” (Warnes 151–
2). Abani’s Song for Night illus trates that it is impossible to provide an
all- encompassing defin i tion of magical realism, just as it is to confine
it to any single cultural context. In its cultur ally hybrid amal gam a tion
of the spirit world and the real world, the novella can be read as
repres ent ative of both magical and animist realism whose
cross‐cultural refer ences suggest that magical realism exists in a
variety of contexts where it serves different subversive purposes.
Subver sion also char ac ter ises the post co lo nial Gothic and science
fiction, where the real is approached “at a slight angle” that per‐verts
the world of fact to expose hidden layers of reality. With its pecu liar
rendering of Gothic conven tions, such as labyrinthine mansions,
monsters, entrap ment, viol ence, and death, Rushdie’s claustrophobic
Shame protests against post- independence corrup tion, and
oppres sion, while Tan’s dream like visual narrative joins the old and
the new, the real and the fant astic, to share the painful nuances of
under priv ileged migratory exper i ences that are left out of dominant
narrat ives. As all the genres and modes analysed here confirm,
post co lo nial approaches to the real are driven by the need for self- 
representation and subver sion of dominant narrat ives, but more
import antly, post co lo nial realism, magical realism, the Gothic, and
science fiction account for the histor ical trauma of colo ni alism and
offer important insights into “what it means to be human” (Smith and
Hughes 2).

Of all the fictions discussed in this article, Tan’s posthuman,
post na tional, and cosmo pol itan novel most persuas ively argues for
repres ent a tions of the real that reach beyond the verbal to benefit
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RÉSUMÉS

English
Post co lo nial liter ature primarily emerged as a response to colo nial
repres ent a tions of reality, so it comes as no surprise that a persistent
dialogue with the real is one of its defining features. Since its initial attempt
to ques tion colo nial construc tions of the real and engage in self- 
representation, post co lo nial liter ature has found “new angles at which to
enter reality”. By exploring some of the commonly employed modes and
genres in both early and contem porary post co lo nial fiction, ranging from
realism, magic(al) realism, histori ographic metafic tion, and science fiction
to the Gothic, each illus trated by repres ent ative authors and works, this
article intends to give a brief over view of post co lo nial approaches to reality.
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colo niales du réel pour s’engager dans la repré sen ta tion d’elle‐même, la
litté ra ture post co lo niale a trouvé des « moyens d’entrer dans la réalité sous
de nouveaux angles ». À travers l’explo ra tion de certains des modes et
genres commu né ment employés dans la litté ra ture post co lo niale depuis ses
débuts jusqu’à la période contem po raine, incluant le réalisme, le réalisme
magique, la méta fic tion histo rio gra phique, la science- fiction et le gothique,
chacun se voyant illustré par des auteurs et des œuvres repré sen ta tifs, cet
article vise à offrir un bref aperçu des approches post co lo niales de
la réalité.
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PLAN

Satirical realism
The real is when you stub your toe
Branding as poetry and performance
How to do things with names

TEXTE

The academic world is no stranger to branding: every few years new
literary trends and move ments are iden ti fied. Early 21st century
Amer ican liter ature has thus often been defined as “post- 
postmodernist”, a tend ency largely marked by a resur gence of
realism. Mary K. Holland has iden ti fied no less than twenty new
brands of “realism” since the 1990s—from “dirty realism” to “trau matic
realism” to “metafictive realism” (Holland 31–32). She suggests
integ rating the study of these new real isms in a wider explor a tion of
the manners in which liter ature has attempted to account for the
chan ging concep tions of reality, encom passing and confronting both
canonic 19th century Realism and contem porary “post struc tur alist
real isms” (Holland 256). Such an approach would be espe cially useful
in a perusal of Colson White head’s oeuvre. While his char ac ter istic
“genre- hopping”, or revis iting of different literary conven tions like
the slave narrative (The Under ground Railroad, 2016) or the zombie
story (Zone One, 2011) often has a strong satir ical dimension, Apex
Hides the Hurt (2006) can be considered as a full‐fledged satire. This
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genre, however fanciful it might be, is a comment on social reality
and remains unun der stand able without some know ledge of that
reality. Moreover, Apex is a satire of language use in contem porary
corporate America: it there fore specific ally inter rog ates the
entan gle ments between language and the real.

The prot ag onist, an unnamed African Amer ican nomen clature
consultant, has been a victim of his own trade: his stroke of genius,
the name for an adhesive bandage that fits the many skin tones of
multi cul tural America—hence the slogan “Apex Hides the Hurt”—has
iron ic ally cost him an ampu tated toe and a subsequent break down.
He merely covered the wound with the colored strip instead of
having it treated. This storyline, developed in a series of flash backs,
may be symp to matic of the char acter’s compromise with corporate
culture at the expense of his phys ical and mental integ rity as a black
man. When he is asked, as part of a possible comeback, to arbit rate
the rebranding of the town of Winthrop—an allu sion, among other
refer ences, to John Winthrop, one of the Puritan Founding Fathers—
the ad man faces both an onomastic and an exist en tial chal lenge. The
descend ants of the former slaves who founded the town want the
restor a tion of its original name, Freedom, while the last scion of the
Winthrop family pleads for the status quo ante, and the new economic
strongman, soft ware million aire Lucky Aber deen, lobbies for
New Prospera.

2

Naming, as it shapes and advert ises iden tity, is a perform ative speech
act of the utmost import ance in both African Amer ican culture and,
for totally different reasons, in the field of marketing. As such, it
tends to contra dict the Saus surian law of the arbit rar i ness of the sign,
tipping the scales on the side of motiv a tion, histor ical or mimetic.
The final nomen in machina the prot ag onist comes up with both
prolongs and ques tions estab lished naming prac tices in their dual
veiling and unveiling of reality.

3

After analyzing the satir ical dimen sion of the novel and its
confront a tion with Amer ican corporate culture, this paper will draw
on specific aspects of the philo sophy of language to discuss the
motiv a tion of signs in rela tion to naming strategies and analyze the
perform at ives, perform ances, and diverse condi tions of feli city that
naming implies. The former will be indebted in part to the legacy

4
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of Plato’s Cratylus and branding manuals—strange bedfel lows indeed;
the latter will draw from J. L. Austin’s speech act theory, as revis ited
by philo sophers Sandra Laugier and Judith Butler. In both
concep tions the real comes to dwell in language, either as a
determ ining factor or as the product of a world- shaping
activity. Since Apex is a fiction of naming, it provides an imaginary
“actual” context for this verbal act. It can also describe the failed
encoun ters between language and the real, the attempts at
euphem izing or repressing reality, as well as the shat tering irrup tions
of the real within discourse. The text may feature different takes on
the real, different brands of “realism” that may or may not be
total ized into a coherent whole. This cannot but have a bearing on
the concep tion of liter ature, and more specific ally of African
Amer ican liter ature, that is enacted in the novel’s language.

Satir ical realism
Satire, broadly defined as a humorous or ironic criti cism of the vices
and follies of mankind, has a special rela tion ship with extra tex tual
reality. According to Derek Maus, satire, espe cially in the form of
Menip pean satire, has known a partic ular fortune under
post mod ernism, to the point that what used to be a genre in clas sical
Antiquity, has become a “mode”, i.e. an atti tude to the world and the
text, in the modern and post modern age. Contrary to tradi tional
satire, which is often under written by a norm ative view point, the
Menip pean brand is char ac ter ized by its Harlequin- like variety of
literary forms and genres, attacks on various philo soph ical ideas and
atti tudes to life, and strong hints at the limit a tions of human
under standing (Jesting 54). The former genre belongs to the
“gener ative” model of satire, while the latter often illus trates the
“degen er ative” model, ridiculing all hege monies through the use of
exag ger a tion or the grot esque (Dickson- Carr 17). An analysis of the
satir ical dimen sion of Apex can there fore be set within a long
tradi tion that encom passes both post mod ernism and its own
poten tial “post”. The novel also prolongs another rich tradi tion, that
of African Amer ican satire, which Dickson- Carr places under the sign
of the degen er ative model, in its “unre mit ting icon o clasm, criti cism
of the current status of African Amer ican polit ical and cultural trends,
and indict ment of specific ally Amer ican forms of racism” (16). Some of
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the rhet or ical strategies of black satire that pervade Apex are irony,
reductio ad absurdum, and “Signi fying”, a vernacular language of
masking and indir ec tion developed as a survival strategy during
slavery, which can be used in a variety of situ ations (28).

The satir ical effect is based on the recog ni tion of the extra tex tual
elements that are the butt of criti cism or ridicule, which in turn
implies a shared social or ideo lo gical world. If satire essen tially
hollows out a space for the real within its linguistic utter ance, its
mode of inser tion, espe cially if it has recourse to the deform a tions of
cari ca ture, tends to be allusive: it points to the outside world rather
than describes it. A related strategy for the positing of “reality” in a
satir ical or parodic text is the criti cism or debunking of “illu sion”,
whether that illu sion is embodied in atti tudes, systems of thought or
“unreal istic” literary genres. This is what we might call “contrastive
realism”. The sense of actu ality of Cervantes’ Don Quixote may
originate more in its comic demys ti fic a tion of chiv alric romance than
in the true- to-life dimen sion of its world of high ways, inns, and
embedded fireside storytelling. In Apex Hides the Hurt a sense of
reality accrues from the ques tioning of an inau thentic use
of language.

6

The social prac tices and ideo logy that are iron ized upon in Apex
include a debase ment of language in contem porary Amer ican
corporate culture (Maus, Understanding 64). The job of a
nomen clature consultant consists in finding names for products, to
make them trust worthy and desir able in order to better sell them to
the public.

7

I name things like new deter gents and medi cines and stuff so that
they sound catchy. […] You have some kind of pill to put people to
sleep or make them less depressed so they can accept the world.
Well you need a reas suring name that will make them believe in the
pill. Or you have a new diaper. Now who would want to buy a brand
of diaper called Barnacle? No one would buy that. So I think up good
names for things. (Apex 22)

This word mon gering may seem futile. The black barman to whom he
presents his line of work asks, incred u lously: “People pay you for that
shit?” (22). Yet the import ance of nomen clature is revealed by its
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fail ures, which can cost companies millions of dollars. The novel
mentions a cross- cultural misfire that killed the sales of a luxury car
in one country, because “in the local patois, the name they’d given the
vehicle was slang for—excre ment!” (136). On the other hand,
successful names can trans late into market shares and tangible
profits. A good name is worth money, which also means that names,
and by exten sion language, have become commodified.

Brand fetishism is not limited to the realm of advert ising, but
pervades the whole social fabric. There are many examples of the
prot ag onist and others finding reas sur ance in the stand ard iz a tion of
consumer culture exem pli fied by logos and advert ising slogans, as for
example the avatar of Star bucks in the novel’s parallel universe,
Admiral Java: “It was not the first time he had been saved by the
recog niz able logo of an inter na tional food fran chise, its eman a tions
and intimacies” (37). These food, clothing, or home decor a tion
fran chises are “[a]ffirm a tions of a recog niz able kind of prosperity and
growth” (39). In a feed back loop the commer cial categor iz a tions of
brand iden tities become instru mental in a semi otics of self- 
presentation and self- advertising that iden ti fies the subject with the
goods they consume.

8

This dysfunc tional semi otics takes on its most extreme visage for the
prot ag onist in a moment of infected- toe-induced deli rium, tellingly
taking place at the “Iden tity Awards” cere mony where he has been
nomin ated for the Apex contract. Guests are “reduced to white name
tags levit ating in the air before they became people again” (Apex 168).
Word mon gers become reified into their names, which place them on
the board game of social posi tions, as repres ent at ives of an
advert ising or consulting firm. This “paranoïa- critique” phase
expands into an indict ment of the lies perpet rated by advert ising, and
by naming in general: “Of course it began at birth—by giving their
chil dren names, parents did their offspring the favor of teaching
them how to lie with their very first breath. Because what we go by is
rarely what makes us go. GRIFTER. SINNER. DOOMED” (170). The
notion that names obfus cate reality births a fantasied emer gence of
“real” names, culmin ating in the prot ag onist being tagged “FUGITIVE”
as he flees the room (171). Breaking out into Times Square (like a Mad
Man), he is assaulted by the posters and neon lights clam oring
brand logos:

9
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The names here were magni fi cent, gigantic, powered by a million
volts and blinking in malevolent dynamism. Off the chart. The most
powerful names of all lived here and it was all he could do to stare.
He had entered the Apex. […] 
In front of a news stand, looking up at the sky as if it were a vast
eternal mirror, he saw all the logos and names, and saw himself as
some brand of mite lost in the pages of the musty encyc lo pedia of
the world. Galanta and Apex, Percept and Rigitol. (181–82)

This passage is rife with satir ical irony. The word Apex, which has led
him to the acme of success, becomes a symbol of alien a tion, the
culmin a tion of a system of linguistic misrule that entraps him.
Concur rently, the larger- than-life words floating over Times Square
almost appear as Platonic Ideas, the eternal proto types of count less
products dissem in ated throughout the land that define not only the
material but also the spir itual culture of a glob al ized America. The
indi vidual and his name become infin ites imal, some “brand of mite” in
the dual sense of a type and a (puny) trade mark. Such logo- centrism
is a far cry from the Platonic Logo centrism which, in spite of its
essen tialist flaws, was account able to reason and attempted to
convey some truths about reality. This night marish logo- sphere reads
like a cross between Jean Baudril lard’s vision of the loss of reality in
the realm of post modern simu la tion, and Fred erick Jameson’s
iden ti fic a tion of post mod ernism as the logic of Late Capitalism.

As already mentioned, one of the key satir ical strategies in Apex is the
African Amer ican trope of Signi fying. H. L. Gates, Jr. defines its
literary use as crit ical parody, or “repe ti tion and revi sion, repe ti tion
with a signal differ ence” (Gates XXIV). This highly self- conscious
rhet or ical scheme is both a means to revise the black tradi tion from
the inside, and a way to talk b(l)ack to main stream discourses. It often
entails the rewriting of narrat ives that either suppress or ration alize
racial discrim in a tion, in a process of renaming that points to the blind
spots of Amer ican ideo logy. Part of the pleasure of reading the novel
stems from the creation of a parallel universe of different yet
recog niz able brand names like Unycom (Viacom – 169) or Ekho
(Lego – 123), or char ac ters’ names, coined for their evoc ative
qual ities, which encap su late in parodic form whole creeds, like
Regina Goode (a black queen), Albie Winthrop (Albus means white in

10
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Latin) and Lucky Aber deen (luck as a symbol of ease and elec tion, yet
hardly consistent with the work ethic of the old economy). Even
though it can be highly metafic tional, Signi fying points to a whole
world of actual social prac tices and ideo lo gical equi voc a tions that it
revises and renames.

This satire of the debase ment of language in the commer cial culture
of post modern America is further prob lem at ized by an uncanny
entan gle ment between corporate names and the body, as made
visible by the story of the Apex rebranding. The firm of Ogilvy and
Myrtle, the makers of a low- quality bandage strip, wanted to become
number two, behind the inac cess ible Band- Aid—a name which has
also come to connote a make shift solu tion that does not go to the
root of a problem. The marketing strategy followed three stages:
targeted marketing, in the inven tion of “multi cul tural adhesive
band ages” (87), distrib uted along a color i metric scale of twenty hues
grossly corres ponding to the range of skin tones in the country; the
finding of a name, Apex (99); the coining of a slogan, “Apex Hides the
Hurt” (100). Our prot ag onist is answer able only for the naming: in
spite of his claims of agency and respons ib ility, he was a mere cog in
a symbolic supply chain. The success of the product is proof that it
corres ponds to a deep- rooted social desire: “We come in colors. We
come in many colors. And we want to see ourselves when we look
down at ourselves, our arms and legs” (88). The racial ized body comes
center- stage, which may appear as a progressive move towards the
recog ni tion and appre ci ation of diversity. Yet the phrase alludes more
to a form of indi vidual narcissism than real social change: skin tones
become a super fi cial somatic/semi otic system flaunting equality by
erasing power differentials.
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In the advert ising, multi cul tural chil dren skinned knees, revealing
the blood beneath, the common ality of wound, they were all
brothers now, and multi cul tural band ages were affixed to red boo- 
boos. United in poly chro matic harmony, in injury, with our indi vidual
differ ences respected, even tu ally all healed beneath Apex. (Apex
Hides the Hurt 109)

The parodic take on the motto E Pluribus Unum suggests that
advert ising has taken over from politics, and virtual equality replaced
attempts to promote real equality. There is a tension in the passage

12
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between healing and hiding the hurt; the func tion of a Band‐Aid is
actu ally neither. The jump from indi vidual “gashes” to “the deep
psychic wounds of history” (90) points to the pres ence of ideo logy,
whose func tion is to gloss over the traumas of Amer ican racial
history and their unwel come persist ence in the present. White head
declared in an inter view: “Certain forms of multi cul tural cheer leading
are as suscept ible to corrup tion as capit alist boos t erism and fron tier
idealism, two other systems I talk about in Apex. Every -ism has its
weak ness […] Apex isn’t the only Band‐Aid in the book” (Selzer 399).
Trade mark, stigma, trauma: in Apex one brand conceals another: “the
work of branding is a work of repres sion” (Cohn 18); in this sense it is
an act of histor ical and ideo lo gical erasure.

The real is when you stub
your toe
The novel stages the return of the repressed through the body, in the
repet itive stub bing of the prot ag onist’s toe. It is as if White head had
purposely illus trated the quip attrib uted to Jacques Lacan, “le réel
c’est quand on se cogne” (“the real is when you bang against
some thing”), which could be trans lated for our purposes: “the real is
encountered when you stub your toe”. 1 The toe is the polar opposite
of the Apex, as low is to high, or the body to an abstrac tion. The
festering infec tion beneath the adhesive strip morphs into the
grot esque, illus trating another form of contrastive realism,
“grot esque realism”, which Mikhail Bakhtin defines as “the lowering of
all that is high, spir itual, ideal, abstract; it is a transfer to the material
level, to the sphere of earth and body in their indis sol uble unity”
(Bakhtin 19–20). It is a comical reminder of the phys ical substratum to
our linguistic or social constructions.
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The prot ag onist’s repeated stub bing of his foot takes on
symp to mat o logic value, like a Freu dian slip.
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One day he stubbed his toe. In retro spect there was some
inev it ab ility tied up in said stub bing, so he came to believe that his
toe wanted to be stubbed for reasons unknow able. Unname able. (129) 
He decided his toe had developed an abuse patho logy, and kept
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returning to the hurt as if one day it would place the pain in context,
explain it. Give it a name. (139)

This repe ti tion compul sion resembles a key symptom of
posttrau matic reac tion. Yet it is not merely the body (or the
uncon scious rooted in the body) asserting its oppos i tion to the
char acter’s immer sion in an alien ating logo- sphere. The consultant is
aware that in his naming activity, “[m]uch of the work went on in the
subcon scious level. He was making connec tions between things
without thinking and then, bam on the subway scratching a nose, or
bam bam while stub bing a toe on a curb” (4). The irony of describing
the process of inspir a tion in terms of his later toe‐stub bing nemesis
indic ates that there is no mind- body dicho tomy at work, in which
reality or realism would only be tied to the material term. Conversely,
the body’s symp toms are part of a semi osis: the hurt signi fies in itself.

Going back to the witti cism, “le réel c’est quand on se cogne”, it may be
another way to express one of the early Lacanian formu la tions of the
rela tion between the real and the symbolic. Since we have access to
outside reality only through our psychic appar atus, unavoid ably
shaped by language, we may be said to be alien ated from the real,
except in those occa sions when chance—or appar ently haphazard—
encoun ters derail our auto matic responses and give us a glimpse of
said real. The real is when the symbolic reels, often in the irrup tion of
some trauma.
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In his seminar The Four Funda mental Concepts
of Psychoanalysis (1978), Lacan took up Freud’s Beyond the
Pleasure Principle (1920) and approached the real in terms of
compul sion and repe ti tion. He proposed distin guishing between two
different aspects of repe ti tion: a symbolic aspect that depends on
the compul sion of signi fiers (automaton) and a real aspect that
he called tuché, the inter rup tion of the auto maton by trauma or a bad
encounter that the subject is unable to avoid. (Lerude)

The scen ario of Apex grossly corres ponds to this view: “Later he
decided the specifics were not important, that the true lesson of
acci dents is not the how or the why, but the taken- for-granted world
they exile you from. In all prob ab ility he stumbled over some thing
small and insig ni ficant, as only appro priate for such a shriveled,
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gargoyle world like stub” (Apex 130–31). The chance trau matic
encounter, or Tuché, ques tions ideo logy without neces sarily being
able to replace it with an artic u lated counter- discourse. The Real may
be a mere stub but it can be quite stubborn.

This crude, stub- like refor mu la tion of Lacanian psychoanalysis 2 may
illus trate one way of under standing the rela tions between language
and reality after the “linguistic turn” of the 1960s, namely that
language and, by exten sion, liter ature are enclosed in a discursive
bubble and are exiled from the real. In Richard Rorty’s words, we
should renounce “the claim that we find out about non- linguistic
phenomena by knowing more about linguistic phenomena” (Rorty 31).
In a sense, not only ideo logy but all language is a Band‐Aid that hides
the world in an epistemic cloud of unknowing, which can only be
breached indir ectly and by chance if at all.

16

Moreover, the painful symptom in the text is modelled on the
Freu dian theory of neur oses, which presup poses some psych ical
reality inde pendent from, or opposed to, external reality (Laplanche
and Pontalis 391). In Apex, critics have iden ti fied the psych ical reality
behind the foot- stubbing as the prot ag onist’s over whelming feeling of
guilt for betraying his racial heritage. Even though we hardly have any
back story for him, we know of his having benefited from a diversity
program at elite Quincy Univer sity (70). He is there after recog nized
as a Quincy man, and treated as an equal by powerful people. “Some
names are keys and open doors. Quincy was one” (69). This is
presum ably why he bought so eagerly into the Apex promise of skin- 
deep equality, to the point of amnesia about his very real toe wound.
The amnesia and compli city cover up “the histor ical harm of slavery”
(Cohn 18), as well as the divi sions within the African Amer ican group,
between the inher itors of the “Talented Tenth” such as himself, and
the strug gling black working class like the Winthrop Hotel bartender
and his wife, the hotel’s cleaning woman (Leise 292). The char acter’s
symp toms are both psycho lo gical and alleg or ical, evin cing the
diffi culties to toe the color line. The satire is rooted in a double form
of realism, psycho lo gical and social, yet the artic u la tion of these two
realms may be uneasy and stretched.
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As percept ively noted by Jesse Cohn, the consultant’s guilt and self- 
loathing is intim ately linked with the Oedipus myth. The plot is even

18
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more closely modelled on Sophocles’ tragedy of King Oedipus than on
Freud’s reappro pri ation of the myth. Oedipus means “swollen foot”,
a phys ical scar of his being exposed as a baby after the Pythia’s
prophecy that he would kill his own father Laius. Our swollen- toed
consultant’s naming profi ciency can be compared to the solving of
the Riddle of the Sphinx, and his success in the corporate world to
Oedipus’ ascent to the throne of Thebes (Cohn 17–18). Here the mock- 
tragic dimen sion of the text comes into play, as clas sical tragedy
repres ents the fall of a great man, at the apex of his power, through
hubris, or excess. Tragic irony is also present in the poly semy of the
Band- Aid’s brand name. Apex is not a name that natur ally fits an
adhesive strip: a praise of the product’s top quality, it also voices an
auto bi o graph ical state ment—“He landed Apex because he was at the
top of his game” (Apex 36)—and a patri otic state ment, in which
America is “the summit, human achieve ment, the best of civil iz a tion,
and of course some thing you could tumble off of, fast fall” (99). This
whole passage is star‐spangled with multiple ironies. The smooth
slip page of “the eye on the top of the pyramid” from a symbol of
mystic power to the dollar bill reveals the ambi gu ities of the
Amer ican Dream and its debase ment into mater i alism. Besides their
hubris, the tragic flaw of the char acter and his culture is the desire to
“hide the hurt” to bask in their glory. The tragic arc is made
grot esquely visible when he decides to climb on a table in Winthrop
to announce that he will support the proposed rebranding into New
Prospera, “when some thing in him gave way, and his bad leg
jack knifed with such speed that he was on the floor in an ugly mess
before anyone could catch him” (179). The abrupt rise and fall stem
from the same cause as his deli rious flight at the Iden tity Awards: the
conflict between a desire to belong and repress the “real” and a slip of
the leg that expresses the feel ings of guilt and inau thenti city that
accrue from a debased use of language.

In this satir ical novel, the debased language of advert ising is seen as
real in its own right and as a shaping force on the contem porary
reality of a super fi cial, commer cial society. In an evoc ative parallel
between words and the body, language and ideo logy are compared to
sterile strips that hide and repress unpal at able real ities, yet both
realms are vulner able to the subversive work ings of the uncon scious.
Brand names them selves are depicted both as hollow and full of
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hidden mean ings, some of which iron ic ally debunk the very ethos of
the logo- sphere. The mock- tragic refer ence to fate and self- fulfilling
proph ecies may induce us to connect with more earthy real ities, a
lucid social gaze and a preoc cu pa tion with the mater i ality of
the world.

Branding as poetry
and performance
During his crisis of conscience at the iden tity Awards the consultant
finds himself facing abstract yet urgent ques tions about language:

20

What he had given to all those things had been the right name, but
never the true name. For things had true natures, and they hid
behind fake names, beneath the skin we gave them. […] What is the
word, he asked himself, for that elusive thing? It was on the tip of his
tongue. What was the name for that which is always beyond our
grasp? What do you call that which escapes?” (182–83)

The social satire is supple mented by a deeper, more philo soph ical
explor a tion of the inter con nec tions between language and reality.
Since the novel takes as the object of its criti cism the very act of
naming, it must probe the possib ility of finding the right name for
things, and that of the elusive quality of a reality that might escape
nomin a tion. Of course, the fact that he artic u lates these issues while
in the throes of a toe- induced deli rium casts doubt on the validity of
the ques tions and the possib ility of obtaining satis factory answers.
We might still wish to assail these wind mills, through a consid er a tion
of the act of naming as a poetic act on the one hand, and on the other
as a perform ative speech act. The former approach inter rog ates the
possible motiv a tion of the sign, whereas the latter probes the social
effect ive ness and consequences of the act of naming.

Gestures of naming and unnaming have been of prim or dial
import ance in African Amer ican history and liter ature since slavery.
The oblit er a tion of African names and their replace ment with those
of plant a tion owners can be seen as one of the initial traumas of
bondage. Black subjects have histor ic ally resorted to a reverse form
of unnaming and renaming, by either erasing the former master’s
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name, as in the case of the Nation of Islam’s “X” sign, or more
commonly by choosing a different patronym, as did Fred erick
Douglass after Eman cip a tion. Name- calling and Racial slurs are also
brands that purport to impress the power of the majority over
minor ities: the N‐word performs “reific a tion by slander” (Benston 5),
which may be countered through various strategies of resist ance,
self- affirmation, legal redress or resignification.

The prot ag onist’s pres ence at the heart or apex of the corporate
naming machine can there fore be seen as subversive; it turns the
tables on a power struc ture that often leaves black people more
named (or name less) than naming—except of course if you buy into
the multi cul tural boos t erism advert ised through Apex, and believe
that subver sion is no longer needed. In his early days in the
nomen clature busi ness, the consultant discovered that the names
evoked “a magni fi cent and secret land scape. His interior. […] He had a
territory within himself and he would bring back speci mens to the
old world. These most excel lent dispatches. His names” (34–35). Not
only did this fant astic land scape, remin is cent of science- fiction or
Western explor a tion, impose its exist ence on the advert iser; it also
defined his iden tity. The coiner is also a poet, and the discus sion of
corporate naming becomes a self- reflexive, albeit ironic, medit a tion
on liter ature. One common point between poetry and nomen clature
is that they try to find proper names for things.
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At this junc ture one is reminded of one of the key myths of the
philo sophy of language, Cratylism, or the belief in the motiv a tion of
names discussed—and dismissed—in Plato’s dialogue Cratylus.
Socrates is asked to arbit rate between Hermo genes, who stands for
total linguistic conven tion alism, and Cratylus, who advoc ates the
“correct ness of names”. After refuting the relativism of Hermo genes’
nomin alism, which would according to him render it impossible for a
name to have a fixed meaning, he proposes the fiction of a
nomen claturist, a demi urgic maker of names or lawmaker
(Plato 389d). The motiv a tion of names can derive from etymo logy—
Zeus is “the God through whom all creatures always have life” (di
on zen – 396b)—or mimetic sound patterns—the rh sound
mater i al ized by the letter rho (ρ) conveys the idea of flux and
motion (426e).
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The profes sional break down of the moniker New Prospera reads both
like a poetic comment and a Cratylic elucid a tion, as it revolves on
etymo logy and sound- patterns:

24

Had that romance- language arma ture, he was pretty sure it was a
Spanish or Italian word for some thing. What it meant in those
languages, that was unim portant, what was important was how it
reson ated here. The lilting a at the end like a rung up to wealth and
afflu ence, take a step. A glam orous Old World cape draped over the
bony shoulders of prosaic prosperity. (Apex 52)

In Plato’s dialogue, Socrates finally dismisses Cratylism, arguing that
the hypo thet ical motiv a tions of signi fiers point to contra dictory
views of reality, and are not to be trusted. Know ledge must start from
the things them selves in order to test the truth value of names and
propos i tions (Plato 439a). In Apex, the rela tion between word and
thing is less an attempt at elucid a tion than a harnessing of cultural
connota tions that tries to give the illu sion of quidditas, the nature of
the object. The meaning of the Latinate word Prospera is imma terial,
compared to its evoc ative power in the target culture; the
inter pret a tion of the feminine final a seems arbit rary, and the
branding industry is full of recipes and fash ions that preclude any
motiv ated rela tion between the signi fier and the signi fied (Apex 51).

Cratylism is both an ideal and a tempta tion for poets and
nomen clatur ists, the desire to find the proper, or “true” name. The
veiled refer ences to some of the key debates in the philo sophy of
language, like the oppos i tion between realism (according to which
words express real ities) and nomin alism or conven tion alism, broaden
the scope of the satire, without altering its funda mental course. What
could be an honest mistake, a belief in the motiv a tion of certain
words, ulti mately reads like a rather oppor tun istic form of self- 
justification, a demi urgic impulse meant to provide an illu sion of
useful ness and power. The nomin alist motto “a rose by any other
name is still a rose” is inter preted in the light of self- interest: “Some
might say a rose by any other name but he didn’t go in for that kind of
crap. That was crazy talk. Bad for busi ness, bad for morale” (Apex 5).
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One episode provides an ironic disclaimer to the belief in sign
motiv a tion and the resulting exist ence of one true name for each
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product. The consultant is asked to come up with a rebranding for a
chil dren’s building game that is the equi valent of Lego. The Ekho firm
has decided to put on the market a more politically- correct version
its early success, Ekho Village, the proto type of a small town that had
been popular in the Fifties. The word smith’s sugges tion is to keep the
old name, since “Ekho Village was a rever ber a tion of America that did
not grow faint with time. It was always there to play with us” (123).
The pun on echo does rever berate throughout the text. Ekho is a
recog niz able take on an existing brand, evoking the pleas ures and
ingenuity of parody. The newly “integ rated” version of small- town
America also duplic ates the multi cul tural pieties of Apex, with the
same super fi cial result. The rebranding oper a tion also iron izes on the
main plot of the novel, the renaming of the town of Winthrop. Finally,
it evokes a concep tion of language in which repe ti tion replaces
substance, and meaning is constructed through synchronic and
diachronic echoes. In a word, a Saus surian struc ture activ ated by
networks of semantic differ ences. Should we then conclude that
realism, literary and philo soph ical, implies renoun cing the dreams of
an intimate entan gle ment between language and the real? Yet if
names cannot be said to reflect or express outside reality, we have
been made aware that the perform ance of naming does have worldly
effects and consequences, which might pave the way for another
concep tion of the rela tion between name and thing, beyond the
oppos i tion between pure conven tion alism and hard line Cratylism.

How to do things with names
British philo sopher J. L. Austin broadened the scope of the philo sophy
of language when he expanded his inquiry from the truth value of
state ments to the multiple ways in which language can shape reality.
He described perform ative utter ances as actions effecting a change
in the real world, as when exchan ging marriage vows, or bequeathing
an inher it ance in a test a ment (Austin 5). He later distin guished other
effects of language, the “illoc utory” force of an utter ance being its
inten tional purpose, like warning or supplic a tion, whereas the
“perlocutory” force repres ents its effective impact on the addressee,
such as persua sion, fright, or seduc tion (101). One of the examples
that Austin gives of the perform ative is an act of naming, viz.
baptizing a ship (5). The success, or “feli city”—as opposed to the truth

27



Représentations dans le monde anglophone, 25 | 2022

of descriptive propos i tions—depends on social and linguistic
conven tions, including insti tu tional posi tions. A marriage is valid only
if the offi cial has a valid license, and if none of the newly weds is
already married. The branding game is such a speech act: its
utter ances derive from insti tu tion al ized marketing agen cies and are
approved by the clients; their illoc u tionary intent is to seduce the
public by appealing to its fantasies and desires; and their success
depends on the public’s welcome in the market place of corporate
iden tities. The “right” name is there fore the name that sticks because
it encoun ters the public’s expect a tions about the brand and its own
ideo lo gical makeup—the commer cial equi valent of recep tion theory
in liter ature. “Feli city” rather than truth is of the issue. This sheds a
new light on the oppos i tion between the “right” name and the “true”
name that we encountered earlier (Apex 182). So when the
word monger states that “New Prospera‐ness stirred them and
agit ated them in a funda mental way. In that deep- down place where
true names reside” (158), it may just prove that he has lapsed into his
old ways and has not learnt from his former demise. Or it may point
out that since names are the products of conven tional speech acts,
the only truth that they can reflect is that of desire, the emotional
and ideo lo gical invest ments of their targets. Do the “right” name and
“true” name really overlap? This is the intel lec tual and exist en tial
chal lenge the prot ag onist is confronted to when he is asked to
become the arbiter of toponyms for the town of Winthrop.

In her own take on Austin’s work, Judith Butler replaces the
conven tional situ ations of speech acts within a broader power
network: the insti tu tional frame work of perform at ives is never
divorced from state or economic power, while linguistic conven tions
draw atten tion to the fact that the subject never initi ates their parole,
but inherits it. Specific occur rences of hate speech and name- calling
actu ally bring to the fore any subject’s “linguistic vulner ab ility”
(Butler 1) to “the power of the name”:
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One is, as it were, brought into social loca tion and time through
being named. And one is dependent upon another for one’s name, for
the desig na tion that is supposed to confer singu larity. […] This
suggests that such a subject in language is posi tioned as both
addressed and addressing, and that the very possib ility of naming
another requires that one be first named. (30)
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The ironies of our prot ag onist’s name less ness become all the more
signi ficant. The latter might point to the gener ality of satire, a
collective rather than indi vidual indict ment; it might corres pond to a
form of hiding and dissim u la tion, in keeping with the theme of
inau thenti city encap su lated in the Apex strip; there might be an
inter tex tual fili ation with the prot ag onist of Ralph Ellison’s
Invis ible Man (1952) who, after renoun cing “his vain desire to achieve
an empowering name” (Benston 6) claims “the impossib ility of naming
or arresting meaning” (9); but the figure of the unnamed namer might
also allude to a demi urgic fantasy encased in the refer ence to the
Tetra gram maton of the Hebrew God, “I Am That I Am”, a form of
tran scend ental name less ness (4). This dream of the subject’s
sover eignty is also achieved through the erasure of a patronym that
would connect him to his family, ethnic origins, and linguistic
vulner ab ility—of which the wounded toe is a reminder.

One of the inter esting forms of “realism” in the novel is that, without
exiting the realm of language, it lays emphasis, in a metafic tional
manner, on the constraints and power struggles that bear on the act
of naming. The illoc utory and perlocutory forces that names mobilize
within the novel duplicate those at work in the extra tex tual world,
and between world and text. The initial situ ation looks more like a
proced ural model than a likely occur rence, even though it is not
devoid of plaus ib ility. The dead lock in the rebranding of the town
stems from the legal pecu li arity in its charter that the choice of the
city name is decided by a city council composed of three members,
rather than a demo cratic vote of all the inhab it ants. This special
provi sion was intro duced in the stat utes in an identical situ ation in
the histor ical past, to ensure that the two black founders of the town
could have a majority vote over the white indus tri alist whose power
was on the rise. The present dead lock allows giving a repres ent a tion
to the three world views encap su lated by the three names. As the
bartender reminds the consultant, “This is my home” (Apex 23), not a
simple commer cial product. The iden tity of the town partially defines
the iden tity of its people, so the choice has consequences. The three
names are motiv ated, not by mere cultural or “poetic” connota tions
but by history: each repres ents a different take on the local and
Amer ican past, and a different alloc a tion of onomastic power.
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The town was founded after the Civil War by a group of freed slaves,
under the lead er ship of two men, Abraham Goode and William Field,
and was called Freedom. Even though at first the word smith
denig rates the name for its naïveté (76), he later recog nizes its
affirm ative poten tial. “What did a slave know that we didn’t? To give
your self a name is power. They will try to give you a name and tell
you who you are and try to make you into some thing else, and that is
slavery. And to say, I Am This—that was freedom” (206). The name of
the settle ment implied an act of sover eignty, as it encap su lated the
former slaves’ new‐found dignity and mastery, the freedom to name
them selves and to name their community. Like all Fron tier toponyms,
it was also an unnaming, not only of the Native place names but also
of their former bondage.
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Then came Ster ling Winthrop, who made his fortune “in barbed wire,
not too bad a gig at the end of the nine teenth century. Land Grants,
land grabs, you needed some thing cheap to keep everything in, and
keep everything out” (60). The move to rename the city corres ponds
to a common Amer ican topo lo gical habit of naming places after a
settler or indus tri alist, a man who has the power to print his mark on
the land, to put the city “on the map” (25). The name, like a brand
name, is ludicrously dissem in ated every where, in a hubristic claim
of dominance.
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He was in the Winthrop suite of the Hotel Winthrop on Winthrop
Street in Winthrop square in the Town of Winthrop in Winthrop
County. He didn’t have a map of the area, but he told himself that if
he ever got lost he should look for the next level of Winthrop,
Winthrop to the next power, and he would find his way. (13–14)

Such naming power estab lishes a form of aris to cracy in a supposedly
egal it arian society, and is linked to a history of colon iz a tion and land
usurp a tion. While the name of Winthrop is asso ci ated in the novel
with nineteenth- century capit al istic boos t erism and the ideo logy of
Mani fest Destiny, its histor ical connota tion reaches back to the
Puritan past, and the famous sermon “Model of Chris tian Charity”
pronounced on the ship Arbella by Founding Father John Winthrop.
It featured the classic image of Amer ican excep tion alism, “the city
upon the hill”. This country branding consti tutes an ironic
coun ter point to the text’s preoc cu pa tion with city naming, as well as
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a Signi fying act on Amer ican history, through a figure whose vaunted
advocacy of reli gious freedom was coun ter bal anced by a rather
intol erant, ineg al it arian, author it arian world view (Leise 295). What is
more, the trade mark of Winthrop wire was a W‐shaped barb that
amounted to a signa ture, as it was used to fence land and “draw a
line” (73). Appor tioning land and appor tioning language are similar
oper a tions, entailing a limit a tion of Freedom. The two black men on
the city council had the means to resist the rebranding; yet one of
them, Goode, sided with Winthrop, presum ably because the safety
and prosperity of the town were better assured under the aegis of a
powerful white man.

New Prospera follows two other Amer ican onomastic trends: the
addi tion of “New” to Old World loca tions, to assert both a connec tion
with the past and an almost messi anic elev a tion, on the model of the
New Jeru s alem; and the projec tion of reli gious or material wishful
thinking onto the place that might become the theater of such
prosperity. Soft ware magnate Lucky Aber deen’s power as a new
Pros pero is also sneakily suggested, with its magic might, its illusory
nature, and its colon iz a tion of Caliban’s land. The new name born of
marketing agents’ skills is expected to prevail by all, even the
consultant himself. It seems to follow the trend of history and fit the
new digital economy like a glove. “From a clin ical nomen clature
perspective, this was a no‐brainer. These people were already living
in New Prospera whether they knew it or not” (174). Even Mayor
Goode was about to follow this lead at the ambush meeting that was
supposed to rename Winthrop before chan ging her mind and going it
alone with a bid to rein state Freedom (73). She later comments to the
consultant: “Well, I have a choice. And I choose the truth” (116). We
are faced again with this notion of the truth of names, which
becomes even more elusive since each of the three versions of
history and reality is accurate in some way and has a constitu ency
in town.
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The word monger is actu ally going to propose an unex pected fourth
name—impose, we might say, since his contract stip u lates that his
choice shall stand for one year before any change can be effected: he
has created the legal frame work to enforce the feli city of his
illoc u tionary act. The impulse to suggest a different name came from
his delving into the lesser- known parts of town history: he
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discovered a rift in outlook between the two founders, Goode and
Field, also nick named the Light and the Dark, one the “optimist- 
prophet type”, the other “the downer- realist figure” (141). Here realism
is contrasted with idealism: “You under stood deep down that what
Field had to say was the world’s truth, but you were going to pick
Goode every time. It was easier that way” (197). The specific African
Amer ican tonality of this contrast is conveyed by the char ac ters’
patronyms, harking back to the differ ence between house and field
slaves, with the latter bearing the brunt of oppres sion and there fore
having a “truer” know ledge of the pecu liar insti tu tion (Leise 288). In
the literary field, this anti- idealism often char ac ter ized realist and
natur alist liter ature, from Zola to Dreiser and Crane. In a sense, the
consultant’s final choice, a revival of Field’s own proposal for the city’s
name, repres ents an advocacy of both a vision of America and the
liter ature that conveys it best: “Struggle”. “Freedom was what they
sought. Struggle was what they had lived through” (Apex 210). One
may only guess the perlocutory influ ence of such gloomy reminder
on the city dwellers. As Mayor Goode tells the consultant: “Can you
imagine thinking that would be a good name for a place where people
live?” (207). The prot ag onist’s rationale for this unpal at able branding
might not be as disin ter ested as he claims. Imagining Field’s
motiv a tions, he seems to unveil his own motive and the figure he
uncon sciously wants to cut: “Let lesser men try to tame the world by
giving it a name that might cover the wound, or camou flage it. Hide
the badness from view. The prophet’s work was of a different
sort” (210).

“Struggle” cuts three ways. By insisting on an ongoing process it
spells out a refusal of all fixed iden tities and denom in a tions;
moreover the agon istic nature of the process precludes any irenic
reading of Amer ican history, that would gloss over class and race
conflicts (Leise 297). It is the “anti‐Apex” (Apex 210) in more ways than
one: an anti dote to national self- congratulation and the ideo logy of
progress, it also has a biograph ical dimen sion for the char acter, as a
compens atory move to his former hubris and coopta tion into
corporate America. Step ping in Field’s shoes, he chooses the
contrarian field slave’s ethos over the Goode house slave’s gradu alist
comprom ises. Yet in so doing, the unnamed namer surrepti tiously
calls himself a “prophet”, with the attendant over tones of preachi ness
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and moral izing. This is possibly why a text that seems to advocate
social realism is not written in that mode; even the well- intentioned
denun ci atory move in liter ature and social criti cism is the butt of
satire. After all, idealism and optimism, together with the urge to
sugar coat reality, are also part of reality; they can be debunked as
illu sions but the dream of abso lute realism might itself be illusory.
The prot ag onist is not cured in the end, as “his foot hurt more than
ever” (212). He is still strug gling with the nature of reality, as we
all are.

According to philo sopher Sandra Laugier, the philo sophies of
ordinary language, in the wake of J. L. Austin, Ludwig Wittgen stein
and Stanley Cavell, have paved the way for a new form of
consid er a tion of the entan gle ments between language and reality.
Even though the posit ivist “corres pond ence theory” that supposed
the trans par ency of language to reality is no longer accept able, due
to the fact that both the speaking subject and their exper i ence are
shaped by language as much as they shape it, our ordinary language
remains attuned to the real in prac tical and ethical ways. We learn
words in certain contexts and expect ourselves and others to project
them in other contexts. Even though nothing guar an tees this, the fact
that it happens most of the time within a given culture, or what
Wittgen stein called a “form of life”, allows us to share a world and
agree on some common ground of “reality”, even though no final
consensus need arise and visions of the real must be accepted as
always provi sional (Laugier 114–15). Since discussing language is also
to a large extent to discuss the real it points to, as well as, per Judith
Butler, the powers and forces that pervade it, we do not need to step
out of language to address reality. The fact that fiction usually has
recourse to ordinary language, as opposed to the rarefied idioms of
science and philo sophy, may there fore not consti tute such a
handicap to its probing our rela tion to the real. According to
M. K. Holland, “today’s real isms offer multiple, contra dictory
possib il ities of partial truths, and confounding evid ence of the
quantum world we may theorize but cannot exper i ence”
(Holland 255). The two main avenues of explor a tion she iden ti fies in
contem porary realist moves are a metafic tional bend, and “sustained
and multi fa ceted efforts to construct an unpre ced ented intimacy,
even continuity, between language and the material world” (257).
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Even though Colson Whitehead’s Apex Hides the Hurt evinces some
skep ti cism as to our ability to know the “true” behind the “right”
names, the novel shows a preoc cu pa tion with the real and puts
forward various forms of real ities and realism, which do not
neces sarily coalesce into a coherent picture or atti tude, but point to
the ethical imper ative of striving for a correct vision. The satir ical
impulse of the novel humor ously debunks the humbug culture of
commer cialism and branding: by deriding the fake it points towards
the social and ideo lo gical culture of contem porary America,
espe cially its mater i alism. This “contrastive realism” works hand in
hand with Signi fying, the form of crit ical parody that is rooted in the
black vernacular and draws atten tion to the persisting racial
exclu sions at the heart even of contem porary multi cul tur alism. The
metafic tional dimen sion of the novel could be iden ti fied espe cially in
parodic inroads into the philo sophy of language, like the oppos i tion
between Cratylism and conven tion alism, the former option
repres enting a tempta tion in both poetry and advert ising to search
for motiv ated signs, which is another type of “realism”. The
insti tu tional context of the naming activity allows probing the
perform ative dimen sion of language, and the very real power
rela tions that condi tion its deploy ment. The irony surrounding the
consultant’s final choice of “realism” (Struggle) against the illu sions of
idealism (Freedom, New Prospera) implies that any claim to “tell it
like it is” in fiction may be a naïve throw back to nineteenth- century
literary vari ants of the “corres pond ence theory”, but that the
imper ative remains to sift through the signs, under the guid ance of
the body, in a form of “embodied know ledge”. The racial ized body,
being the stake behind the erasure of Apex, becomes a touch stone of
the real. But there is no dicho tomy between body and language, since
the symptom is both phys ical and signi fying—as is fit for a
fictional toe.
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Several critics have iden ti fied an addi tional metafic tional level in the
novel: a medit a tion on the “post soul” aesthetics with which
White head has often been asso ci ated. “The post soul aesthetic […]
centers on a conscious effort to alter the semi otic codes of race that
are prevalent both within and outside the African Amer ican
community” (Maus, Understanding 67). It eschews the rigid, quite
essen tialist defin i tions of black ness enacted by the Civil Rights and
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NOTES

1  The actual quote is much more complex: “There is no other possible
defin i tion of the real than: it is the impossible; when some thing finds itself
char ac ter ized as impossible, it is only there that is the real; when one bangs
into it, the real, it is the impossible to penet rate (quand on se cogne, le réel,
c’est l’impossible à pénétrer)” (Confer ences in North Amer ican Universities:
2 December 1975 at the Massachu setts Insti tute of Tech no logy, published in
Scilicet, 1975, no. 6–7, pp. 53–63. Tr. Jack W. Stone, p. 2). The Real that is met
in the consultant’s toe‐stub bing is not the mater i ality of the world, but the
uncon scious dimen sion of his own desire and anguish. I wish to thank
Pr. Claudine Raynaud for her assist ance with the arcana of Lacanian theory.

2  The Lacanian concep tion of the Real is much more complex and radical
than this approx im a tion. The Real is origin ally produced through the
repres sion of the mother’s primal, inces tuous demand and its outward
projec tion, later elab or ated upon by the Oedipus complex. The Real
there fore belongs to the world of primal drives, trauma and anguish
whereas our percep tion of the material world out there can only be
appre hended as a projec tion. “The real of meas ur able nature is there fore
coex tensive to the real of sexual trauma—the subject of the Uncon scious
and the subject of science are one”, but the latter’s func tion is to cloak the
former (Pommier 124).
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advert ising slogan for a band- aid that fits the many skin tones of
multi cul tural America, “Apex Hides the Hurt”, has iron ic ally cost him an
infected toe that he merely covered with the adhesive bandage instead of
having it treated. When he is asked to arbit rate the rebranding of the town
of Winthrop, the ad man faces both an onomastic and an
exist en tial challenge. 
This paper draws on specific aspects of the philo sophy of language to
discuss the motiv a tion of signs in rela tion to naming strategies and analyzes
the perform at ives, perform ances, and diverse condi tions of feli city that
naming implies. The former is indebted in part to the legacy of Plato’s
Cratylus and branding manuals—strange bedfel lows; the latter draws from
J. L. Austin’s speech act theory, as revis ited by Barbara Cassin and Judith
Butler. In both concep tions the real comes to dwell in language, either as a
determ ining factor or as a product of a world- shaping activity. Since Apex is
a fiction of naming, it provides an imaginary “actual” context for this verbal
act. It can also describe the failed encoun ters between language and the
real, the attempts at euphem izing or repressing reality, as well as the
shat tering irrup tions of the real within discourse. As a satire of corporate
culture and its bearing on “race”, it also gener ates an inter face with the
reality of contem porary Amer ican culture.

Français
Un nomen cla tu riste afro- américain anonyme, dont le titre de gloire est
d’avoir nommé un spara drap aux couleurs multi cul tu relles de l’Amérique
— « Apex Hides the Hurt » — a laissé se déve lopper une infec tion de l’orteil,
cachée sous le panse ment, qui aboutit à une ampu ta tion. Sa tâche suivante,
arbi trer une dispute topo ny mique dans une ville fondée par des esclaves
éman cipés, renommée par un riche manu fac tu rier blanc, et en passe
d’acquérir une nouvelle dési gna tion post in dus trielle, le confron tera à un
défi onomas tique et exis ten tiel. Nous tentons d’explorer les diverses
rela tions à la réalité et les diverses formes de réalisme repré sen tées dans
Apex. Nous exami nons la dimen sion sati rique du roman et sa critique de la
culture commer ciale étasu nienne, avant de débus quer le retour du « réel »
refoulé, sous les espèces du corps racia lisé et de l’Incons cient. L’intri ca tion
du langage et du réel est l’objet de notre dernier mouve ment, divisé en un
examen de la ques tion craty lique de la moti va tion du signe, et en une
recon nais sance sur le terrain de la perfor ma ti vité des pratiques
nomi na tives. L’enjeu est celui de la possi bi lité d’une écri ture
afro‐améri caine « post‐soul ».
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TEXTE

What the real is to liter ature, so memory seems to be to History.
Indeed both the real 1 and memory seem to eschew repres ent a tion,
separ ated as they are from the instru ment of invest ig a tion that is
language. Indeed, the real as percep tual exper i ence can only
incom pletely be seized by language, which by essence is meta phor ical
—in that it refers to the real by means of a substitutio 2 and is thus
marked by lack. In Lacanian termin o logy, the Real is the state from
which the subject is taken from when accessing language or, in other
words, and on another level, it corres ponds to the impossib ility for

1



Représentations dans le monde anglophone, 25 | 2022

the signi fier to fully evoke the signi fied and for language to represent
the subject itself. This failure of meaning or aporia in the face of the
real is form ally speaking similar to the failure of language in front of
trauma. As for memory writing, be it collective or indi vidual, it raises
a second diffi culty, since it seeks to invoke a real that is no longer
present. Only tenuous traces (archives, such as pictures, testi monies
and docu ments) allow the past to emerge from what seems a barely
trans lu cent mist.

Liter ature can provide a partial and dynamic solu tion to the prob lems
proper to trauma and memory. First, the mimetic oper a tion of telling
struc tures and config ures both the real and time, making them more
habit able and grasp able by the subject. 3 Moreover, poetic strategies
such as symbol iz a tion, indir ec tion and obliquity, in the shape of
meta phors and plays on echoes, also attempt at circum scribing an
ever‐elusive real, at least partially.

2

Contem porary histor ical fiction for example—informed as it is by the
notion of presentism and shaped by the evid en tial paradigm 4—has
increas ingly resorted to docu ments and archives, and woven them
into a main narrative, giving way to a spec tral, yet expressive,
repres ent a tion of memory. For instance, novels such as Paul Auster’s,
W. G. Sebald’s, Claude Simon’s, or Laird Hunt’s fiction inspired
by History 5 have turned away from chro no lo gical repres ent a tion,
histor ical verisimil itude, as well as binary linguistic signi fic a tion and
explan atory types of discourse, often times indir ectly ques tioning the
epistem o lo gical tools of historiography, 6 thus trying to nego tiate the
double hurdle of memory writing.

3

Moreover, these innov ative forms of fiction strive to address the
vexed ques tion of the elusive ness of the real. Indeed, they attempt to
edge nearer to human exper i ence by confronting them selves to the
real—a confront a tion that echoes that of the reader. In Hunt’s recent
work, for instance, mimesis is largely tempered by poetic strategies,
as those novels strive to create exper i ences (affects and impres sions,
or the abso lute absence thereof) that are not likely to be seized by
language directly. As Phil ippe Forest argues in an article about
contem porary histor ical fiction, this dimen sion in a literary text
makes it “more faithful to the truth of life” 7 in compar ison with more
explan atory and linear histor ical novels.

4
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Lastly, these poetic strategies have a subsi diary virtue as they seem
to provide a partial answer to two major ethical prob lems raised by
memory writing: that of the neces sary softening of the viol ence
inherent in History through its repres ent a tion and of the peril for
fiction to alter and distort crucial histor ical facts. The end of the “Era
of the Witness” and the death of the last survivors of the last
midcen tury disasters have led novel ists to rein vent ways of
continuing or echoing the witnesses’ voices and memories through
fiction. Some works have sparked contro ver sies about the legit imacy
of fiction in assuming these voices, 8 which led authors to further
reflect on the type of writing, poetic license, and reader response the
death of the witness could possibly allow. Laird Hunt’s novel Kind One
grapples with this ques tion, favoring an indirect repres ent a tion of
viol ence, medi ated by imagin a tion, meta phors and frag mented,
sinuous narrat ives. Moreover, while leaning on a former slave’s
authentic account, the text constantly points out its fictional quality 9

by multiplying refer ences from written and oral literary traditions.

5

Kind One weaves together personal destinies in times of slavery, and
confronts the exper i ences of three young women in separate
retro spective narrat ives. First, that of Ginestra, 10 called Ginny in the
novel, who is still a teen ager when she is seduced by her mother’s
distant cousin, Linus Lancaster, an unsuc cessful stage actor now
owner of a pig farm. As Ginny settles on her new husband’s prop erty,
which proves to be a small derelict farm far from the “Para dise” he
initially depicted, she soon becomes the victim of unceasing
humi li ations, acts of viol ence and sexual abuse inflicted by Linus, who
proves to be a monster of selfish ness and resent ment. Ginny can
nonethe less rely on Linus’ slaves, two younger girls named Cleome
and Zinnia, who support and comfort her. When Linus decides to
reject Ginny and starts sexu ally abusing the girls, she turns her
viol ence against them out of a harrowing sense of betrayal and
despair. When Linus is found dead one morning, Zinnia and Cleome,
who had earlier turned out to be Linus’ daugh ters, take their revenge
on Ginny before running away to the north. Haunted and ashamed by
the memories of her time on Linus’ farm, Ginny spends the rest of her
life at Lucious Wilson’s, a farmer who rescued her and strives to help
her mend her wounds.

6
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Ginny’s circum locutory and biased narrative is followed by Zinnia’s
frag mented account of the events, which offers a coun ter point to the
first version of the story. The latter inter twines two narrative threads
inter spersed with misty, often times over ex posed, land scape
photo graphs. The first thread allus ively portrays Zinnia and Cleome’s
early life with their father, until he murdered their mother, his former
slave and wife. It depicts the years spent on the farm with Ginny until
their nightly escape, in the course of which Cleome dies as she gives
birth to Linus’ son, Prosper. The second thread recounts a later
episode, when an ageing Zinnia and her orphaned nephew set on to
find Ginny and gather the different prot ag on ists’ testimonies.

7

Two short narrat ives, Prosper’s and Lucious’, conclude the collec tion
of personal stories, recon tex tu al izing them and giving them a form of
unity. The opening of the novel, a short intro ductory parable on loss
and grief which deals with the death of a child in a well, several
decades before the story, seems to invite the reader to care fully listen
to the discreet echoes between seem ingly dissim ilar narrat ives and to
spec u late on how they may actu ally be linked.

8

This article purposes to examine the specific resources of fiction to
over come the resist ance of the real, here the brutal exper i ence of
slavery, to convey the extreme char acter of this exper i ence and to
arouse the collective memory of it against the risks of denial or
forget ful ness. We will first examine how the novel draws upon history
while ostens ibly rejecting its chro no lo gical markers and its
explan atory discourse, to favor the medi ation of story- telling and its
dynamics of symbol iz a tion. Indeed, Hunt invents a hybrid form of
fictional histor ical testi mony in which the expressive power of tales
and myths stim u lates the reader’s imagin a tion while composing a
trans itional object for the memory of slavery to be evoked and passed
on. We will then go on to study specific aspects of the poetics of
indir ec tion in the novel, showing how Hunt resorts to alleg ories,
meta phors and the struc tural mech an isms of trauma to convey the
char ac ters’ exper i ence of “the real”, as they have witnessed the veil
of language 11 being torn asunder by trau matic violence.

9
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Tales and myths memory is
made of
If the novel draws upon archives, docu ments and tangible traces of
the past, of which they borrow the forms and codes, the reflex ivity of
the novel as well as its fictional nature seem to relegate histor ical
refer en ti ality. Instead, the novel seems to favor story- telling,
symbol iz a tion, and fictional repres ent a tions, to which the text resorts
while never ceasing to ques tion and revitalize them.

10

Entering fiction: the initial mise
en abyme of the novel

The novel is partly inspired from a piece of archive, the testi mony of a
direct witness, that of Harriet Jacobs, a slave herself who recorded
her exper i ence in an auto bi o graphy entitled Incid ents in the Life of a
Slave Girl. 12 In the acknow ledge ments of the novel, Laird Hunt also
mentions a History seminar about slavery and the Haitian Revolu tion
which informed his writing. The novel engages in playful explor a tion
of various forms of histor ical archives. The sections of the novel offer
all the char ac ter istics of a set of testi monies, bearing the dates and
names of its authors, moreover several meta leptic passages point out
the mater i ality of these docu ments, mentioning, for instance, “the
stack of sheets” written and gathered by Ginny, or the big envelope
enclosing several char ac ters’ accounts.

11

Nonethe less, the fictional dimen sion of the novel is imme di ately
emphas ized by the initial mise en abyme of the novel. Invoking a
child hood memory of story time, the epigraph of the novel indeed
anchors the narrative in the realm of imagin a tion and, while formal
elements of the fairytale, such as linguistic, them atic or narrative
stereo types of folk tales, are every where woven into the texture of the
novel, acting as coun ter points to the mimesis, the epigraph is
partic u larly evoc ative of the genre.

12

In the evening she would tell it. In the dusk light, when the candles
were lit and the fire was low, she would clear her throat. When the
windows were closed and the curtains drawn and the chil dren
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tucked, she would set in to speak. When we had all gathered close,
when our shoulders had touched, when we had taken her hands,
when we had drawn in our breath. When we had shut tight our eyes,
when we had thought of our days, the years of our suffering, our joy
in the sunshine, that time by the water, cool drops on our fore heads,
warm bread in our mouths. When we had all been spared, when our
crops had come in, when the storm had stepped past, when we had
said all our prayers. When the night stretched before us, she would
open her tale. (9)

The gram mat ical struc ture of the para graph—several protases in
“when” followed by a short apodosis—the regular rhythm created by
the anaphora, as well as the archaic quality of the prose are evoc ative
of the fairy tale. This scene depicts a past story- telling scene, but its
very form simul tan eously invokes a second scene of story- telling, in
which the narrator recalling his past, describes it while himself
adopting and assuming the codes of story‐telling.

Several inter pret a tions can be made of this mise en abyme, espe cially
in rela tion to the fact it intro duces a story essen tially inspired by
histor ical facts. It first suggests that, just like the story time scene
described, the story underway is a tale to be told, shared and
trans mitted again to future gener a tions. It also points out the act of
inven tion and recre ation inherent in storytelling; the reader should
thus expect the story, which he may believe he already knows, to be
distorted, altered or expanded. Not only does the epigraph high light,
in its very form, the fact that the novel will be an imaginary- tinted
evoc a tion of memory, but it also points out the fictional portion of
any attempt at conveying memory under a narrative form. 13

13

The discreet allu sions to the Yoruba tradi tion throughout the novel
assign another func tion to the epigraph. Indeed, tales told by a young
slave named Alcofibras—himself an occur rence of the figure of the
trick ster, mischiev ously named after the pseud onym of a renowned
storyteller, François Rabelais, also known as Alcofibras Niser—are
used as distant meta phor ical echoes of the viol ence that his master
Linus Lancaster inflicted upon him, his sisters and their mother.
These tales offer an oblique access to what cannot bluntly be told in
narrative form nor conveyed by the logic of explan a tion and
signi fic a tion (in the linguistic sense of the term). Those stories seem
directly related to folk tales of the Yoruba tradi tion, as they were

14
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trans mitted to Alcofibras by his grand mother, a first- generation slave
who was removed from Africa. From these tradi tional tales, which
were passed on among slaves and marked by the super nat ural,
symbols and a rhythm that eased the memor iz a tion process, the
novel borrows another generic trait: their typical opening and closing
sections, whose func tions were to make the listener step into an
imaginary world, where the usual values and notions of time and
space are set aside. 14 In Kind One, the epigraph and fore word, which
are both well separ ated from the main narrative and appear in italics,
seem to bear the same func tion, and bring the reader to consider the
novel itself as a fictional recre ation of collective memory, but also,
and perhaps more import antly, as a literary trans itional space for the
community of readers, a medi ating space that is suscept ible to help
integ rate, at a collective level, what has been collect ively repressed or
forgotten, that is, here, the viol ence of slavery.

History blended in fiction
Other narrat ives such as European folk tales and Greek myths both
rein force the imaginary texture of the novel and tend to blur the
boundary between histor ical reality and fictional space, allowing the
reader to become fully immersed in the narrative.

15

Ginny’s narrative is endowed with imaginary land marks borrowed
from fairytales that seem to struc ture her world and repres ent a tions,
refer ences that will prove deceitful. Linus Lancaster’s pig farm is
named by Ginny, first liter ally then sarcastic ally “four- square
Kingdom” (87), “his piece of heaven” (56), “his piece of para dise” (77).
Those refer ences hint at the tales she cher ished as a child and that
she nostal gic ally keeps reading at Wilson’s, romances that she calls
“my happy stories” 15 and that seems to screen, rather than mediate
her painful memories. The action in Ginny’s narrative is not set in any
refer en tial space, which is also a generic stereo type of the tale, and
takes place “ninety miles from nowhere” (17) in Char lotte County
which is not actu ally located in Kentucky State but in Virginia, thus
thwarting the reader’s reflexes to instinct ively anchor fictional places
in refer en tial space. However, through the voice of Ginny’s father, the
text seems to warn the reader against the illusory sense of control
offered by instru ments of stable repres ent a tion such as maps: “They

16
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make maps so we think we can under stand the size of [the world] but
we can’t” (143).

Myth ical refer ences also permeate the evoc a tion of the Amer ican
space, to which they award a meta phor ical depth. For instance, the
Ohio River, which figures the border line between Indiana and
Kentucky, between the territ ories of Ginny’s child hood and
adult hood, but also between the two sides of the Civil War, takes on a
shifting myth ical connota tion. The passage in which the two young
slaves, Zinnia and Cleome, run away from Linus’ pig farm to seek
shelter in Unionist territory with the help of a ferryman, echoes back
to the Styx, the river of death and hate in Greek myth o logy. But the
asso ci ation shifts as Ginny crosses it in her turn, haunted as by a
harrowing feeling of guilt over the viol ence she inflicted. The river is
then here asso ci ated to the Acheron, the river of pain. The Ohio
appears one last time as Zinnia’s nephew, Prosper, sails up the river in
an effort to record the testi mony of the ferrymen who helped the
slaves, in order to transmit it to future gener a tions. This travel up the
Lethe, the river of forget ful ness, appears as a telling meta phor of the
memory work under taken by the characters. 16

17

Subjective immer sion rather than
histor ical retrospection

This blur ring of spatial refer en ti ality and the anchoring of the plot in
imaginary space are coupled with an effort to dim the pres ence of
histor ical refer ences. Indeed, if the dates of the fictional testi monies
do inscribe insert the plot in the timeline of histor ical reality, setting
it before the Civil War and the following Abol i tion of slavery in 1865,
the plot only occa sion ally and discretely alludes to the related events.
For example, when Zinnia and Cleome escape the farm to
moment arily join Horace and Ulysses, Linus’ former slaves, in
Louis ville, the latter let them know about polit ical unrest in Louisville.

18

Horace and Ulysses said there was a war coming, that the whole
world would be swept away, that we would all be struck down, but
we hardly heard them. Our ears where either sill back in Para dise or
on up the roes, but not there. (170)
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Such vague, generic refer ence to the begin ning of the Civil War, while
eschewing histor ical refer en ti ality, encour ages the reader to focus on
the char ac ters’ actions and immerse in their exper i ences, thus
leading her to partially sympathize with them.

However, if histor ical land marks remain mostly hidden, the accurate
chro no logy enables the reader to lean on such implicit histor ical
refer en tial back ground to appre ciate the repres ent a tion of the
char ac ters grap pling with a very unpre dict able future—which
rein forces the reader’s sense of the char ac ters’ immense vulner ab ility
in the face of the viol ence of History.

19

Simil arly, the terms “slave” or “slavery” are barely mentioned in the
novel, the slaves are referred to as “boys “and “girls”. The text uses
the pater nal istic language of slavery, which also indir ectly alludes to
the inces tual climate which reigns in Linus’ home—where every body
including Linus must be considered as Ginny’s chil dren. This
narrative device emphas izes the percep tion of the viol ence of slavery,
since the text does not clearly desig nate it, thus facil it ating the
reader’s iden ti fic a tion with the char ac ters. The only occur rence of
the word “slave” 17 is finally uttered by Prosper, in a context where the
end of the war and the offi cial abol i tion of slavery have made it
possible for him to utter it. This will later on allow him to engrave his
mother’s name on a name less tomb, next to the ones of many other
slaves who died trying to cross the Ohio to join the North.

20

The ethical space of the text: destabil ‐
izing fictional repres ent a tions
of heroism

Kind One seems to offer a sidestep from repres ent a tions of heroism
with the char acter of Ginny. If Linus’ male slaves, and Horace, are flat
char ac ters with no partic ular func tion in the plot, Ginny embodies
anti- heroic values since she is the one who does not revolt early
enough against her monstrous husband, and twice fails to run away
from the farm in a timely manner. Worse, she turns against her own
compan ions of misery, Zinnia and Cleome, when Linus real izes Ginny
cannot give him a child and starts abusing them. Inter est ingly, the
text strives to bring a partial answer to the enigma of her beha vior, by

21
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explaining why she turns against the two young women instead of
hero ic ally punishing her husband in an exem plary fashion, as myths
and tales have gener ally led the reader to expect. Along with those
struc tural elements, the very notion of will power is decon structed in
the novel.

The title of the novel, which brings to mind a moral tale, is
partic u larly telling of the ethics the novel. The “kind one” here seems
to refer to the positive hero of the tale. However, the char ac ters’ roles
seem inter change able and shift as the narrative turns the tables, thus
ques tioning and thwarting the binary morals of a tale, and
encour aging the readers to ques tion their own values as they
iden tifiy, in turn, to the victim and the aggressor. The figure of the
circu la tion of rocks in the pockets and mouths of various char ac ters
in the novel, bringing to mind Beckett’s Molloy—in which a similar
motif was analysed by Barthes as hinting at the circu la tion of
meaning in a stable structure 18—also puts forth this fruitful
instability of the char ac ters’ identity. 19

22

Thus the narrative struc ture of the novel provides an ethical space,
which also enables the reader to take the full measure of Ginny’s
respons ib ility. Simil arly, the change of point of view from that of
Ginny to Zinnia’s makes their suffering incom par able and Ginny’s
guilt unques tion able. In parallel, the novel also somehow allows
under standing the causes of Ginny’s viol ence, which are rooted in a
trau matic child hood. Ginny’s words to her protector Lucious Wilson
—who offered her a house and work after she fled Kentucky—seem to
directly address the reader: “if you had found me, it might not have
been me you chose to help” (131). The reader is thus left with a feeling
of discom fort that will persist throughout the novel, as the
frag mented and biased quality of Ginny’s narrative keeps them from
prema turely judging her, and enables them to distantly 20 identify
with Ginny, just quite enough to under stand her. The reader’s
sympathy is care fully medi ated again by the narrative as Ginny feels
the need to hammer home that she “helped” the girls (25). This
revealing disavowal 21 of the guilt that she feels for having turned
against the two young slaves makes her sound sincere in the eye of
the reader.

23
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Writing and reparation?
Alluding to the viol ence she witnessed and took part in, Ginny quotes
her father’s words: “The land is the land and the land washes itself
clean.” Forget ful ness seems thus a natural course and the stain of
viol ence or fault even tu ally fades away, giving way to symptom.
Equally, it also implies that memories that have been buried and
covered by time can be dug out and re- reinscribed in memory.
The dynamics of the plot of Kind One tend to suggest so. Indeed, the
char acter of Prosper, born of the inces tual union between Linus and
Cleome, is the one who digs up the memories and breaks away from
the repe ti tion of viol ence and hate, already initi ated by his Zinnia’s
memory work. Directly preceding Ginny’s narrative, the story of the
“Deep Well” offers another vari ation on the theme of excav a tion. In
this parable about grief set in the wilder ness, a father digs a well in
which his baby daughter falls and loses her life. The reit er ated act of
digging thus opens the novel, placing it under the sign of loss, a loss
that writing seeks to recover.

24

Prosper’s name is quite evoc ative of his func tion in the novel since it
suggests the one who strives, whose future is enlightened. It is also
derived from the latin “propice”, which refers to someone that
mani fests active bene vol ence or kind ness. The “bene volent one” as
the novel suggests, is the one who cares for the future and
tran scribes the memories of the witnesses (he pretends to be
a “reporter” to accom plish this perilous task) and records it for future
gener a tions. When finally Prosper engraves his mother’s tomb stone
he honors the memory of his mother and gives her back her iden tity
and a human face that had been denied to her by the slavery.

25

Doing so, Prosper breaks up the logic of repe ti tion of viol ence and
trauma, and reopens the gates of time and the possib ility
for change: 22 the plot can then escape from the circu larity of the
formula “Hates returns hate”, against which he warned Zinnia when
she let him know she wanted to look for Ginny. The phrase brings to
mind Martin Luther King’s sermon “Returning hate for hate
multi plies hate” which aimed at peaceful progressive atti tude in the
struggle to obtain Civil Rights. The novel seems to inscribe the

26
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memory of viol ence into this wider polit ical dynamic at which it
discreetly hints through Prosper’s ideology.

The ethical dimen sion of Kind One lies in its ability to eschew direct
and tele olo gical repres ent a tion of a histor ical period of time in favor
of a looser repres ent a tion that informs and addresses our
concep tions of the present, in order to “reroute all the past towards
the future”, as Phil ippe Forest puts it. If liter ature is not meant to heal
memorial wounds, for it cannot be reduced to a sole polit ical
func tion, nonethe less the tale- like quality of Kind One lets one
wonder whether such a literary object could contribute to mend the
holes in the collective memory of slavery as the latter continues to
haunt Amer ican memory and to generate a viol ence which appears to
be symp to matic of it.

27

A poetics of indirection
In Kind One, histor ical viol ence is evoked in its most intimate degree
—that of dehu man izing exper i ences—and in an effort to find the
appro priate distance, a vivid and expressive repres ent a tion of
viol ence is offered while both sensa tion alism and the aesthet i ciz a tion
of viol ence are avoided. This is achieved through the combin a tion of
the form of the tale with the anim al iz a tion of char ac ters, so as to
obliquely tackle incest and slavery.

28

Moreover, the text offers a repres ent a tion of the exper i ence of
extreme viol ence, in which the veil of language is torn apart by the
irrup tion of the real. Ginny’s child hood trauma, for which the text
provides an extended meta phor through the figure of the well,
illus trates the logics of trau matic viol ence. While offering a dynamic
tableau of trauma, the novel seems to also resort to it as a dramatic
force as well as a struc turing form.

29

A tale of ‘undif fer en ti ation’: telling the
intimate exper i ence of slavery
The text repres ents the viol ence of slavery as an inten tional
destruc tion of the slave’s subjectivity, that is to say as the
dereg u la tion of human rela tions, thus allowing the abso lute nega tion
of the Other as subject. Indeed, the slave’s own desire is denied in
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favor of the master’s. This anni hil a tion of the desiring capa cities of
the Other is here conveyed through the motive of incest and the
extended meta phor of cannibalism.

Hinted at with refer ences to ogre stories, such as Hop-O’- My-Thumb
or Hansel and Gretel, incest is first alluded to through the theme of
the pigs. The excessive consump tion of pork, a meta phor ical shift
that allows the text to tackles the issue while allowing suspense—as
the reader does not know straight away that Cleome and Zinnia are
Linus’ daugh ters. Pigs are first presented as the others of humans, as
intel li gent and sens itive creatures that seem to empathize with their
siblings as the latter are slaughtered at Wilson’s and then at
Linus’ farm. 23 The text high lights the simil ar ities between the pigs
and the inhab it ants of the farm, and plays with them to emphasize
the trans gressive quality of this abnormal consump tion of pig meat at
Linus’. Indeed, its occu pants, slaves included, consume pork at every
meal, in all forms, the text picturing the vari ations of this
unres trained consump tion as char ac ters wear pig skin and have
pockets full of skin cracklings.

31

This consump tion viewed as a symbolic variant of canni balism by
numerous cultures suggests a monstrous devor a tion that hints at
incest, which is here medi at ized by the anim al iz a tion process and the
meta phor ical shift to ingestion.

32

Linus’ name is also enlight ening, for the “line” conjures up the image
of a levelling of gener a tions occur ring on the farm, where Ginny must
be called the “Mother” of all, husband included, as Linus turns to his
own daughters.

33

The well as an emblem and extended
meta phor of trauma

The figure of the well is a recur ring one in Laird Hunt’s work, and
always has to do with trauma, indeed is a meta phor for it, in keeping
with usual trau matic back grounds. The image of the well is all the
more effective and telling as it keeps an evoc ative simil arity with its
usual present a tion as a hole, or a stain. But far from being a mere
symbol, the figure works as extended meta phor of trauma, which
dictates and organ izes the whole struc ture of the narrative.

34
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In Kind One, the well is both the place where slaves take shelter from
the master’s terrible outbursts of anger and a cold and dark place
that they fear. It also haunts Ginny’s narrative and memory as it is the
only view from the shed where she is in her turn held pris oner by
Zinnia and Cleome. The haunting image of well keeps coming back in
her life, even years after she finally runs away from the farm. The well
is tightly linked to her guilt for having contrib uted to deprive
Alcofibras of a proper burial, a fault for which she was made to dig
holes in the ground by the two sisters. Indeed, just as she dug holes
to sleep in in the shed where she was held pris oner, she continues to
look for holes to curl into as she flees to the north. Once a maid for
Lucious Wilson, she starts digging her own flesh, picking at the scar
left by the shackle she was attached with. Here Ginny’s compulsive
and repeated reen act ment of her trauma is evoc ative of the “positive”
expres sions of trauma, 24 a notion coined by Freud to refer to a
repe ti tion of trauma, of which the well is the allegory.
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A logic of revel a tion and obliquity
A closer invest ig a tion of the novel shows that the text is also
swarming with discreet, barely visible, traces of trauma—what Freud
refers to as “negative” expres sions of trauma. The well appearing in
the first section of the book, seems to be the echo of a muted trauma,
whose traces will have to be found in the details of the text, the
asso ci ative links of its chapters, or the conspicuous omis sions. The
story “The Deep Well” which opens the novel, and seems to bear no
direct rela tion with the main plot, ends with a scene where the man,
having lost his child, fills the cavity and refuses to ever drink again
from any well he dug. Ginny’s narrative imme di ately follows this
parable of loss and grief, 25 and in the first descrip tion she gives of
Linus’ farm, a well is mentioned. In the text, which depicts life on the
farm, language itself seems all too literal:
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It was a pretty country. Greens were greens. There was snow for
Christmas and holly bushes to make sure it looked white. Breezes
and flowers for the summer. Trees in autum ntime stuffed with red
and yellow leaves. Bulbs to crack open the earth when it came up on
spring. It has been my whole excuse for a life since I held my breath
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and pointed my back at that place, but my mind has never learned to
hold what tran spired there against it. (18)

The vague ness of the descrip tion (“pretty”, 18), the prac tical quality of
it (“varied as to elev a tion, with good drainage”, 17), and the fact that
this world is tightly bound together by a neces sity which seems
arti fi cial (“to make sure”, “for”) convey a general sense of incon gruity.
The tauto lo gies also seem to point out the fact that language here is
failing: everything happens as if Ginny was describing a simpli fied
world where words could directly and perfectly match the real, the
impossible dream of a real that would be trans parent to language.
Thus, from the begin ning of the novel on, some thing seems to have
been kept secret and begs to be revealed, as the image of the pier cing
bulbs points out. Ginny’s narrative and the novel itself, as suggested
by the “Over ture” and the vari ations on the excav a tion motive,
even tu ally and indir ectly shed light on it.

In this passage, the truth that is alluded to by the narrative obvi ously
refers to Linus’ abuse of the three girls, and to Ginny’s active
parti cip a tion in those acts of viol ence, as she became jealous of Linus’
“atten tion”. But to this prepos terous and unfathom able reac tion, that
she herself “cannot account for”, the struc ture of Ginny’s narrative,
and the chain of her asso ci ations will also offer an indirect
telling answer.
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Indeed, the absence of a father gone to war and who, hardened by
the viol ence of it, regu larly beat her (“My father, the same who had
been through battles, had a wooden foot and a cane to club on us
with”, 18) seems to have shaped Ginny’s taste for a violent mascu line
figure, remin is cent of her father, a figure embodied by the knights of
the tales she reads, and of whom she pictures herself as bride, as she
writes in a tale of her own making, “the prin cess in the clouds”.
However, as Alcofibras rightly notes, “clouds were a cold place to
live” (28) and finding Linus (a distant figure of Blue Beard, with “blue
sheen” in his hair, 90) will offer no solace, even though, as her own
mother’s suitor, he seems to represent for Ginny a very much longed- 
for eligible bachelor.
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A child hood memory, in which Ginny jumps into a dark hole in the ice
to get her father’s atten tion, and for which she was beaten up to the

39
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point of nearly losing conscious ness, closes her long narrative. By the
viol ence of it, and its very situ ation in the novel, this memory seems
to under line its own crucial role in Ginny’s psycho lo gical
organ iz a tion. Ginny’s renewed exper i ence of viol ence, inflicted in
turn by Linus then by the girls, seems to have sent her back into
early trauma.

The motif of dark ness and night pervades the entire plot: many
scenes take place in the moon light, one section is called “The Candle
Story” and the story- time scene of the epigraph happens at
night time. This obscurity, which some times also affects the clarity of
language, points out both the dark nature of the events and the fact
that they are partly hidden in the folds and mean der ings of Ginny’s
narrative, whose guilt brings her to partly cover her active role in the
girls’ ordeal. If Ginny progress ively admits her wrongs, only Zinnia’s
narrative really sheds light on the full extent of Ginny’s viol ence. As
the novel shifts from a nocturnal to a more diurnal and solar setting,
the text also slowly reveals the enigma of Ginny’s brutality, which is
partly accounted for—but never justi fied or discharged—by her own
exper i ence of suffering viol ence, which, as the text seems to suggest,
brings about more violence.
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The role of literature

Ginny describes her quest for a name to be put upon her trau matic
exper i ence, in which she struggles, as her words shows. Also, she
starts looking for a way to voice it in Lucious Wilson’s rich library.
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In the big house […] there is the big shelf of books that is the mother
to the little shelf I have here. It isn’t just my happy books on that big
shelf. It is other things. It is the shallow and the deep parts of the
pocket both. […] on that shelf I searched every day for the word to
say what it was that befell us in that house in Kentucky. I looked in
every book for that word, but I did not see it. It wasn’t until a Sunday
at the church that I learned what that word was and saw that I had
looked at it many times in those books and heard it said every
day. (23)

She cannot pin down these “things” she exper i enced on Linus’ farm,
as illus trated by her use of the struc ture “what it was” where “it”,
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usually repla cing a noun, here does not seem to refer to anything.
The story of discovery of the word “dark ness”, as a convenient label
for the blank left in her conscious ness, is in its form quite revealing of
trau matic “belatedness” 26 as she says she had looked at and heard
this word many times in her books but was only able to recog nize it
now, after a revel a tion brought to her by the enlight ening figure
of Lucious.

Alcofibras’ numerous stories are also revealing in the way they
somehow speak to Ginny’s trauma in a way that she herself cannot
under stand, as her comment shows:
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You hear some thing like that and it walks out the door with you.
It follows you out the door to your work or your rest then jumps into
your head and runs around inside it like a spider. You think there
isn’t much to a story like that and you think you’ve forgotten it, and a
week later it is there. A year later it is there. Half a whole life time
later it is there. Some thing like that gets in you and gets started and
it doesn’t stop. (67)

The story of the dough that drinks a woman’s endless tears indir ectly
echoes Ginny’s bottom less guilt, as she is herself bound to forever eat
her own daily tear‐fed bitter bread. Further away, the story of the
black bark, a persistent passenger in a man’s pocket, hints at Ginny’s
haunting feeling. The story of the onion is also remin is cent of Ginny’s
self- inflicted doom and self‐fulfilling proph ecies: having run away
from a violent master, an onion is granted human appear ance for
several years by a stranger, however, as he worries that the spell may
be coming to its end and sets out to look for the stranger, he
imme di ately breaks the spell. The signi fic ance of those tales does not
imme di ately nor directly show, rather, their meaning fluc tu ates
according to the narrative, just like the moving red rope in
Alcofibras’ story, 27 which both speaks of the myth ical red thread of
Fate, but also, on a meta tex tual level, of the red thread of desire and
its linking property.

43

These tales also seem to deal with the ability of liter ature to speak of
and to the reader’s subcon scious. While the literal surface of the text
offers a clari fying and revealing image of the real, it also seems, by
means of playful effects of reflec tion and shifts of meaning, to
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address what in the reader’s conscious ness is not
directly accessible. 28

Conclusion
Kind One liter ally and figur at ively unravels the stuff our
repres ent a tions of the real is made of, by exhib iting the fictional
dimen sion neces sarily embedded in any type of discourse and playing
with it. Facing the irrep res ent able real that is the intimate exper i ence
of slavery, the text offers an aesthetic exper i ence of it through an
innov ative poetics of indir ec tion. What the novel seems to suggests,
both poet ic ally and them at ic ally, is that the propensity of viol ence
and trauma to generate their own repe ti tion actu ally requires a
response, demands to be under stood and to have their dynamics
deciphered, in order to break away from the circle of hate
and revenge. Kind One finally creates the space that allows for the
suspen sion of the reader’s judge ment as it strives to circum scribe the
very dynamics of viol ence while ques tioning and subverting the
repres ent a tions that enable its outburst or its repetition.
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1  Under stood as a percep tual exper i ence, and thus considered as
irre du cible to language. It was also coined as the “impossible” by Bataille
and Lacan.

2  “It is this way with all of us concerning language; we believe that we know
some thing about the things them selves when we speak of trees, colors,
snow, and flowers; and yet we possess nothing but meta phors for things—
meta phors which corres pond in no way to the original entities. In the same
way that the sound appears as a sand figure, so the myster ious X of the
thing in itself first appears as a nerve stim ulus, then as an image, and finally
as a sound” (Niet zche 24).
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3  As Paul Ricœur points: “Le temps devient temps humain dans la mesure
où il est articulé de manière narrative ; en retour le récit est signi fic atif dans
la mesure où il dessine les traits de l’expérience temporelle » (Ricœur
1983, 17).

4  The notion of presentism is developed in Hartog (2003). The notion of
evid en tial paradigm, or the idea that the modern historian’s rela tion to
History is evid en tial, appears in Ginzburg (1980).

5  Kind One (2012), Neverhome (2014), The Evening Road (2017) and In the
House in the Dark of the Woods (2018) directly deals with Amer ican memory
and its myth ical and fictional texture, The Exquisite (2006) explores
America’s rela tion to its own past and Zorrie (2021) tackles the inter weaving
of indi vidual and collective memories.

6  For instance, by subverting and playing with the very form of micro- 
history.

7  “C’est à quoi s’emploie, je crois, la vraie littérature vivante d’aujourd’hui,
[…] rompant la linéarité de l’intrigue forcément solidaire d’une concep tion
téléologique du temps pour lui substituer l’ordre d’une autre compos i tion
qui convoque les moments de l’Histoire, les rapproche et les assemble sans
souci de la chro no logie, mais dans le dessein de produire une
représentation concur rente qui soit plus fidèle à la vérité de la vie”
(Forest, 2011).

8  Le Débat, vol. 165, no. 3, 2011. Debates addressed the blur ring of the
boundary between histori ography and fiction and its ethical implications.

9  Hunt uses a somehow similar device in The Evening Road, which deals,
indir ectly again, with a lynching in early 20th century Indiana, and in which
the whites and the blacks, are named “cornsilks” and “corn flowers” thus
defa mil i ar izing the context and allowing the readers to consider the
narrated events in a new light and in their complexity.

10  The reader can see here a refer ence to the poem “La Ginestra” (1836) by
the Italian poet Giacomo Leopardi’ which offers a descrip tion of the
medit a tion on the precarious and vulner able life of human beings, in the
meta phor of the will broom (ginestra) which grows on the slope of the
Vesuvio. It suggests that, just like this “collective” and “slow” flower, humans
can find in them selves, and as a community, the power to regrow
and thrive.
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11  An image used by Jacques Lacan to refer to the funda mental illu sion of
language. “What can mater i alise for us, as it were, in the sharpest way this
rela tion ship of inter pos i tion, which means that what is aimed at lies beyond
what presents itself? Well, some thing that is truly one of the most
funda mental images of the human rela tion ship with the world, namely the
veil, the curtain. The veil or curtain that hangs in front of some thing is still
what best affords an image of this funda mental situ ation of love. One can
even say that with the pres ence of the curtain, what lies beyond as a lack
tends to be actu al ised as an image. The absence is painted onto the veil.
This is nothing less than a curtain’s func tion per se, whichever it may be.
The curtain assumes its value, its being and its consist ence from being
precisely that onto which absence is projected and imagined. The curtain is,
so to speak, the idol of absence” (Lacan, Seminar IV, 2020, 147).

12  H. Jacobs, Incid ents in the Life of a Slave Girl, New York: Dover
Public a tions, 1862.

13  According to Paul Ricœur (1983, 127), narrative struc tures itself following
narrative codes which are internal to discourse. “Mimésis II” refers to the
medi ation of fictional narrative, with its multi pli city of imagin ative
vari ations, in the process of story- telling.

14  “Chez les Yorubas, les contes obéissent à des lois précises et leur
oral isa tion est toujours encadrée par une formule d’entrée et une formule
de sortie. […] L’amorce annonce le commence ment du conte, la sortie sa fin.
La formule d’entrée sert souvent à mettre en avant le caractère fictif du
conte. Ce préambule mani feste la volonté du conteur d’introduire son
auditoire dans un monde imagin aire en rupture avec le quoti dien. C’est
aussi une invit a tion ‘au voyage dans un monde surnaturel’. C’est donc le
moment où l’auditoire est uni et cette intégration à l’espace psychique du
récit favorise une prise de conscience d’un destin commun” (Laditan).

15  “Books in which they die by the cheerful dozen and the knight comes to
rescue off the damsel and the good lord of hosts lets it pour down happy
ever afters like there wasn’t anything else in his skies. Like he didn’t have
any other even tu al ities squirreled away up there” (Hunt 19).

16  See Ricœur’s image of forgetfulness. “L’oubli est ainsi désigné
oblique ment comme cela contre quoi l’effort de rappel est dirigé. C’est à
contre- courant du fleuve Léthé que l’anamnèse fait son œuvre” (Ricœur,
Mémoire 33).



Représentations dans le monde anglophone, 25 | 2022

17  “I am writing an article on places where slaves were given help”
(Hunt 199).

18  For a longer devel op ment on the ques tion, see Roland Barthes’ comment
in the section entitled Argo, in Roland Barthes par Roland Barthes, 1975.

19  Moreover reversal and circu la tion of roles and iden tities are a recur ring
pattern in Laird Hunt’s novel. See, for example, In the House in the Dark of
the Woods (2018), or Neverhome (2014).

20  Ginny’s constant need to under line the irony of her choice, her self- 
directed sarcasms, and the almost excessive pres ence of her guilt tend to
limit the reader’s sympathy.

21  “Si le terme Verneinung désigne tout simple ment une négation, on est
justifié à en renforcer la traduc tion en ‘dénégation’ pour en signi fier la
spécificité incon sciente, il s’agit de l’acte verbal par lequel un sujet,
notam ment un patient pendant l’analyse, énonce et récuse un état de fait
qui s’avère effectif, ce qui révèle une dénégation incon sciente du refoulé”
(Assoun 30). Ginny’s seems to oscil late between conscious and harrowing
guilt of her fault and a complete denial of it in the face of its
unbear able quality.

22  The novel does not so much integ rate tempor ality in a tele olo gical
concep tion of histor ical progress, but rather suggests that the repe ti tion of
viol ence, inherent in History, demands a constant work of analysis and
under standing that allows for its causes to be addressed.

23  Here subtly echoing scenes where Zinnia is held captive in the shed by
Linus and where her soft and erratic humming reach the ears of the
narrator and the other slaves.

24  “Les effets du trau mat isme sont de deux sortes, posi tifs et négatifs. Les
premiers sont des efforts pour remettre en œuvre le trau mat isme, donc
pour remémorer l’expérience oubliée ou mieux encore, pour la rendre
réelle, pour en vivre à nouveau une répétition. […] Les réactions négatives
tendent au but opposé : à ce qu’aucun élément des trau mat ismes oubliés ne
puisse être remémoré ni répété” (Freud 163). Or, further down: “l’oublié n’est
pas effacé, mais seule ment ‘refoulé’ : ses traces mnésiques existent dans
toute leur fraicheur mais sont isolées […] elles ne peuvent entrer en rela tion
[…] elles sont incon scientes, inac cess ibles à la conscience. Il se peut aussi
que certaines parties du refoulé soient sous traites au processus, qu’elles
restent access ibles au souvenir, qu’elles surgis sent à l’occa sion dans la
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conscience, mais même alors, elles sont isolées, comme des corps étrangers
sans lien avec le reste” (Freud 163).

25  The figure of the well in the opening parable of Kind One is also quite
evoc ative of a meta phor of the human psyche: the excav a tion and the
building of the layers of colored pebbles, which the water is meant to rise
through, do not fail to evoke the image of the subject as a filtered surging
desiring energy. It is remin is cent of Freud’s second topic, yet the model ling
is repres ented in the making, since the future parents are included, as they
lovingly and cautiously pick each pebble (Hunt 4–7).

26  “The patho logy consists, rather, solely in the struc ture of its exper i ence
or recep tion: the event is not assim il ated or exper i enced fully at the time,
but only belatedly, in its repeated posses sion of the one who exper i ences it.
To be trau mat ized is precisely to be possessed by an image or event. And
thus the trau matic symptom cannot be inter preted, simply, as a distor tion
of reality, nor as the lending of uncon scious meaning to a reality it wishes to
ignore, nor as the repres sion of what once was wished” (Caruth 4–5).

27  “There wasn’t much to it. It was about a piece of red rope. The whole of
the story was that some times that piece of red rope lying there without
anybody to touch it would move” (Hunt 76).

28  “[R]ésoudre l’énigme de l’œuvre d’art demande à prendre en compte non
seule ment le créateur mais aussi son destinataire. Qu’est‐ce qui, d’une
œuvre, vient toucher le public ? Les grandes œuvres, atteignant les ‘points
névralgiques’ (Green, 1980, p. 153) de l’incon scient du destinataire, solli citant
affects et représentations incon scients, ont un effet qui opère quelle que
soit l’époque de sa (sic) produc tion” (Emmanuelli 43).

RÉSUMÉS

English
This article purposes to examine the specific resources of fiction to
over come the resist ance of the real, here the brutal exper i ence of slavery, to
convey the extreme char acter of this exper i ence and to animate the
collective memory of it against the risks of denial or forgetfulness. 
We first examine how the novel draws upon history while ostens ibly
rejecting its chro no lo gical markers and its explan atory discourse, to favor
the medi ation of story- telling and its dynamics of symbol iz a tion. Indeed,
Hunt invents a hybrid form of fictional histor ical testi mony in which the
expressive power of tales and myths arouses the reader’s imagin a tion while
composing a trans itional object for the memory of slavery to be evoked and
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passed on. 
We then go on to study specific aspects of the novel’s poetics of indir ec tion
showing how Hunt resorts to alleg ories, meta phors and the struc tural
mech an isms of trauma to convey the char ac ters’ exper i ence of “the real”, as
they have witnessed the veil of language being torn asunder by
trau matic violence.

Français
Cet article se propose d’analyser les outils et stra té gies mises en œuvre par
la fiction, en parti cu lier par le roman Kind One de Laird Hunt (2012), pour
tenter de surmonter la résis tance du réel, ici l’expé rience brutale de
l’escla vage aux États‐Unis, pour tenter de ranimer le souvenir collectif de
l’escla vage face aux risques du déni et de l’oubli. 
Nous montrons d’abord que le roman, tout en s’appuyant sur des faits
histo riques et des témoi gnages, rejette ouver te ment la tempo ra lité linéaire
et le discours expli catif du discours de l’histoire, pour ancrer le récit dans
l’imagi naire et leur préférer la média ti sa tion de la fiction. Hunt invente ainsi
une forme hybride mêlant fiction histo rique et témoi gnage qui s’appuie sur
le pouvoir expressif des mythes et contes de tradi tions orales afri caines et
occi den tales pour évoquer de manière saisis sante la mémoire de l’esclavage. 
Nous étudions ensuite les spéci fi cités poétiques de l’écri ture de Laird Hunt,
notam ment le recours à l’allé gorie, à la méta phore, et à des formes rele vant
des logiques du trauma, comme autant de tenta tives visant à traduire
l’expé rience des person nages face à l’effrac tion du réel trau ma tique dans
leur expé rience deshu ma ni sante de l’esclavage.
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Repressing the real
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The return of the real
Addressing the real to oneself
The real is a mess

TEXTE

The War on Terror is
some thing of a palimpsest,
drawing on new mean ings and
memories to cover over the
ruins of past viol ence. Yet, as
with all palimpsests, the past is
never fully concealed or
subjug ated, and it frequently
emerges in the US  War on
Terror as some thing of
a haunting.
Alex  Lubin, Never- Ending War
on Terror

We also have to work, though,
sort of  the dark  side
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, if you will.
We’ve got to spend time in the
shadows in the
intel li gence world.
A lot of what needs to be done
here will have to be done
quietly, without any discussion.
Vice- president Dick Cheney 1

In Don DeLillo’s Point Omega (2010), 73- year-old Richard Elster is a
fervent advocate of the war against Iraq and one of its archi tects, a
man who “still believes in the right eous ness of the war” (54). He spent
two years working with the “tight minds that made the war” (18) at
the Pentagon, quite at a distance from the theatre of oper a tions
where atro cities were being committed. He has now retired to the
Mojave Desert of Anza- Borrego in Southern Cali fornia, a desert which
right from the start accom mod ates, in a ghostly manner, other
deserts and, among them, no doubt, its Iraqi coun ter part:
“some where south of nowhere in the Sonoran Desert or maybe it was
the Mojave or another desert alto gether” (20). The old man is being
courted by a film maker named James Finley who wants to make a
docu mentary about him that imme di ately recalls Errol Morris’
The Fog of War: Eleven Lessons from the Life of
Robert S. McNamara (2003) and its opening words uttered by
McNamara himself: “Any military commander who is honest with
himself, or with those he’s speaking to, will admit that he has made
mistakes in the applic a tion of military power. He’s killed people
unne ces sarily” (Morris, Fog). As Elster tells the young man: “What you
want, my friend, whether you know it or not, is a public
confes sion” (53). 2 Despite a propensity for philo soph izing, Elster is
unable to acknow ledge his acqui es cence in the face of the Amer ican
use of terror in coun terter rorist policies. The third char acter is
Elster’s daughter, Jessie, who pays her father a visit. But a few days
after she arrives, she vanishes without explan a tion. I would like to
argue that Jessie’s disap pear ance is nothing but the trans la tion of the
possible abduc tion that recalls the “extraordinary rendi tions” also
known as “irreg ular renditions”. 3 Jessie is obvi ously no terrorist, but
neither were most of the people 4 who were captured, thrown to jail

1
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and tortured illeg ally by the Bush administration. 5 A poten tial culprit
is “the time obsessive art lover and creepy museum lurker”
(Herren 151) present in the novel’s short prologue and epilogue
respect ively called “Anonymity 1” and “Anonymity 2”. The action takes
place in MoMa in New York where this anonymous man watches the
1993 artwork “24 Hour- Psycho” by contem porary Scot tish artist
Douglas Gordon which features Hitch cock’s 1961 movie Psycho
slowed to a 24‐hour running time. The claus tro phobic aspect of these
sections, in addi tion to the atem poral dura tion they expose, conjure
up the tempor ality of torture and of indefi nite detention.

Point Omega prolongs the terror that 9/11 estab lished by bringing
home and harboring in the home land the coun terter rorist response
carried out abroad. Indeed, DeLillo’s novel performs the terror of
coun terter rorist actions launched by the George W. Bush
admin is tra tion, but it does so surrepti tiously, thus mimicking the
illegal politics of coun terter rorism. That is why I propound the idea
that the novel is both overtly and covertly about a histor ical reality,
that of the Global War on Terror and one of its tragic consequences,
the Iraq War. This contra dic tion stems from the very nature of the
uncommon war that was waged after 9/11. Indeed, the novel’s
conspicuous refer ence to the war is, or rather, cannot but be
insuf fi cient because that war relied on a shadowy imple ment a tion of
itself as the Abu Ghraib torture scandal shame fully demon strated.
This para dox ical simul tan eity is effi ciently achieved thanks to a
haunting poetics that is meant to signal a pres ence of the terror istic
real. First of all, the War on Terror did not target an enemy embodied
by a nation state. In fact, the war that the Pres ident declared—“as if
terror were a state and not a tech nique” (Didion 8)—may thus be
under stood as a war against a state that does not exist. Rather than
stating its non‐exist ence, I would like to posit that its enemy is of a
ghostly state, and perhaps even, that its enemy is a ghostly nation- 
state. In addi tion to that first spec tral layer, it seems more than fair to
argue that, on the case of the Global War on Terror, the United States
oper ated in the shadow as the quote from Vice Pres ident Cheney
shows. Dwelling on those two ideas of the ghostly pres ence of an
uniden ti fi able inim ical entity and ghostly perform ances under stood
as secret and illegal exac tions perpet rated in the shadow, in “black
sites” (34), I contend that in staging the repres sion of the real—the

2
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messy and ugly real—the novel enacts not only a return of the real
which refuses to be both inhib ited and unem bodied but that it does
so according to an autoim mune prin ciple that ulti mately betrays the
fact that the ghost was not a ghost and the enemy was no one else
but the United States itself. I will first focus on how the real is
repressed and blanked out. I will then analyze how such repres sion
ineluct ably favors the return of the real under the guise of a haunting
ghost before pinpointing the ways in which the US becomes in a
self‐reflexive manner the recip ient of the terror istic real it had
purported to deliver to the Other as a way to protect itself from
said Other.

Repressing the real
Jessie’s unex plained vanishing (75) defines the arbit rar i ness of an
event in all its surprise and mystery. It is so excessive that it almost
answers Elster’s call in the following dialogue with Finley:

3

What idea? 
What idea. Paroxysm. Either a sublime trans form a tion of mind and
soul or some worldly convul sion. We want it to happen. 
You think we want it to happen. 
We want it to happen. Some paroxysm. (72–73)

It is both ironic and para dox ical that what Elster heartily desires is
what has already happened. His mistake has to do with time, or
rather tense as David Cowart explains: “The nation really did,
after 9/11, desire ‘[s]ome paroxysm’, as Elster remarks. When he adds,
‘we want it to happen’ (73), one faults only the present- tense
construc tion” (Cowart 46). The awaited paroxysm is nothing but the
Global War on Terror and its tragic after math. The lack he wishes to
compensate for, in the future, already belongs to the past, or at least
to his present. This blind ness is itself derived from a revengeful
stance, one clearly iden ti fied by Elster in his essay on the word
rendition: “a revenge play that reflects the mass will and inter prets
the shadowy need of an entire nation, ours” (34). The mistake at the
level of tense cancels, so to speak, the exper i en tial grounding of the
Global War on Terror as if the latter, in the trau matic mode, had
passed through the filter of memory, had there fore not been
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registered, or, and it is even worse, had not actu ally happened. It
simply vanished into histor ical obli vion. DeLillo iden ti fies the erasure
of history as it is taking place and its denial by Richard Elster. For Jim
Finley, Elster’s essay is filled with abstrac tions that do not do justice
to the reality it was supposed to analyze: “But no specific mention of
black sites, third- party states or inter na tional treaties and
conven tions” (34). Finley primarily reproaches Elster for writing an
essay “where crime and guilt don’t get mentioned” (34) while
“find[ing] mystery and romance in a word that was being used as an
instru ment of state security, a word redesigned to be synthetic,
concealing the shameful subject it embraced” (35).

What Elster does with the wars in Iraq and Afgh anistan recalls what
Joan Didion’s words denounced about the effects of 9/11�

4

we began to hear what would become in the year that followed an
entrenched pref er ence for ignoring the meaning of the event in favor
of an impen et rably flat tening celeb ra tion of its victims, and
troub lingly belli gerent ideal iz a tion of histor ical ignor ance. “Taste”
and “sens it ivity”, it was repeatedly suggested, demanded that we not
examine what happened. (Didion 9, my emphasis)

Her dissent from the collective response to 9/11 lies in the fact that
Didion honestly attempted to histor icize the attacks so as to prevent
the event from being inter preted as a mere acci dent. Judith Butler
wrote in 2004 that “we can say, and ought to, that US imper i alism is a
neces sary condi tion for the attacks on the United States, that these
attacks would be impossible without the horizon of imper i alism
within which they occur” (Butler 11). Both Didion and Butler’s words
are unequi vocal. They suggest that history can be bended and
manip u lated through the instru ment al iz a tion of its memory, but also
of its forget ting. There are at this stage some possible paral lels to be
drawn with what Ricœur called “manip u lated memory” 6 through the
process of emplotment. The narra tiv iz a tion process at stake here is
the coun terter rorism narrative prompted by the George W. Bush
admin is tra tion. The event consists in the repe ti tion of the erasure
and oblit er a tion of history, in “the exer cise of forget ting” taking place
within a “prag matics of forget ting” (Ricœur 418). It all seems coherent
with Elster’s reflec tion on time that DeLillo sums up in an inter view:
“This is the vast medit ative time of the desert, geologic time, making
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Elster think about evol u tion and extinc tion” (DePi etro np). The idea of
forget ting is also broached in the prologue when the narrator
explains that for the art lover in the museum “[t]here was an element
of forget ting involved in this exper i ence. He wanted to forget the
original movie or at least limit the memory to a distant refer ence,
unin trusive” (11). Ricœur wrote that “the art of forget ting rest[s] on a
rhet oric of extinc tion: writing to extin guish—the contrary of making
an archive” (Ricœur 504). This “rhet oric of extinc tion” is grounded in
an enter prise of erad ic a tion of history enabling the latter to repeat
itself but under the guise of an original exper i ence insofar as its
iter ative quality has been nulli fied. “There is, in the words of
Moroccan Amer ican writer Laila Lalami, nothing more Amer ican than
forget ting the past” (Lalami 28). Mitchell relates this form of amnesia
to the concept of immunity:

Immunity is a form of cellular memory; the body learns by
exper i ence how to fight measles, and it doesn’t forget. The most
dangerous threat to the immune system, then, is amnesia, the
forget ting of what it has learned: forget ting, for instance, that today’s
terror ists (al Qaeda, Osama bin Laden) were yesterday’s allies,
trained as anti bodies against Soviet military power in Afgh anistan;
forget ting, even more danger ously, that yesterday’s terror ists are
almost invari ably tomorrow’s heroes of national liber a tion and that
moral abso lutes are not just useless but posit ively dangerous in any
coun terter rorist strategy. (Mitchell 284)

It all explains why the history of Amer ican violent neo- imperialism
repeats itself with the War on Terror. The war George W. Bush
started is nothing but a pale copy of the one started in the 1980s, the
“decades of the state terror” (Chomsky, Power 58) as histor ians
called it. It may even be regarded not simply as a copy but as a model
according to Noam Chomsky:

[The authors of the December 2002 issue of Current History] suggest
that the war against Nicaragua [i.e. the first phase of the “War on
Terror”] for which the United States was condemned at the World
Court, is a good model for future acts against terror. Specific ally two
authors point out that the “contra” war against Nicaragua is
a good model for the U.S. support for the Northern Alli ance in
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Afgh anistan [i.e. the current phase of the “War on
Terror”]. (Chomsky, Power 58) 7

The repe ti tion is even corrob or ated, and this partakes in making it all
the more obscene by the polit ical actors chosen in those two “Wars
on Terror”, namely Donald Rums feld and John Negro ponte. There is a
certain cynical effi ciency in the cyclical efface ment of history. Yet,
history happened and the traces of its reality hover like a phantom in
the novel.

The specter of the real 8

Framing the main plot of the novel, the sections “Anonymity 1” and
“Anonymity 2” evoke in an oblique manner the Global War on Terror
as they contain all the ingredi ents for a torture scene to unfold: “The
bare setting, and the dark ness, and the chill air, and the guard
motion less at the door” (102). Everything about the present a tion of
Gordon’s video art install a tion func tions like an ambiguous innu endo,
enacting on the sly the shadowy histor ical context, with its secretive
crim inal exac tions carried out in the name of coun terter rorism. The
general atmo sphere of those sections suggest the discom fort of the
inter rog a tion room to say the least, recalling those “salvaged
video tapes of caged men being subjected to severe phys ical pain” (33)
that Elster mentions in the schol arly essay he wrote about the
word “rendition”.

5

On the very first line of the prologue, the anonymous museum goer is
intro duced: “There was a man standing against the north wall, barely
visible” (3). The sense of impris on ment derives from the multiple
refer ences to the “wall”—itself blended with the screen: “It was like
bricks in a wall clearly count able” (5)—but also of the guards. The fact
that DeLillo begins with the posi tion of the body summons up images
of “[f]orced standing” (Rejali 316–334) or “stress posi tions”
(McCoy 124–125, 141) and, notably, of the disgraceful photo graph of
the Abu Ghraib torture scenes, perhaps hinted at in the following
quote: “Standing was part of the art, the standing man
parti cip ates” (102). Such detail of the incipit is further veri fied by the
fact that the gallery precludes any kind of sitting: “There were no
seats in the gallery” (3). The lack of seat partakes in sketching a space

6
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char ac ter ized by deprivation, 9 a decisive feature of torture, also
conveyed with words such as “barely”, “hardly”, “lighted only” (3). The
fact that “[t]he film ran without dialogue or music, no soundtrack
at all” (4) test i fies to that. 10 On numerous occa sions, in the in the
prologue and in the epilogue, the narrative insists upon the
“dark ness” (3, 4) of the room, its pecu liar light, its temper ature: “The
gallery was cold and lighted only by the faint gray shimmer on the
screen” (3). This “cold dark space” (10) anti cip ates and corrob or ates
Elster’s analysis in his essay:

From this he asked the reader to consider a walled enclosure in an
unnamed country and a method of ques tioning, using what he called
enhanced inter rog a tion tech niques, that was meant to induce a
surrender (one of the mean ings of rendi tion—a giving up or giving
back) in the person being inter rog ated. (33)

It is there fore not surprising that the narrator asso ci ates the act of
watching the screen with the idea of “punish ment” (104) and wonders:
“Who would survive phys ic ally or other wise?” (12). DeLillo’s masterful
signa ture here resides in the fact that we are object ively reading a
scene occur ring at the museum which is simul tan eously doubled with
one suggestive of torture. In other words, two real ities happen at the
same time and overlap, one devoid of terror and the other, satur ated
with it: “It felt real, the pace was para dox ic ally real, bodies moving
music ally, cause and effect so drastic ally drawn a part that it seemed
real to him, the way all the things in the phys ical world that we don’t
under stand are said to be real” (14). That is the reason why there is
almost a double- entendre in everything that is being narrated: “This
was history he was watching in a way, a movie known to people
every where” (12). Like wise, it is history that readers are reading
“in a way”.

The return of the real
The conver sa tion between Elster and Finley on the notion
of paroxysm 11 quoted above adequately trans lates the US blind ness
towards its own history, and more specific ally, towards the terror of
its own terrorism, be it labeled coun terter rorism or not. Even though
the paroxysmal event, so heartily wished for, has already occurred

7
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and is thus irre triev able, Elster will never the less be subjected to a
form of paroxysm by proxy, a return of the paroxysm, if I may say,
which signi fies nothing but the return of the real under a new form,
namely the disap pear ance of his daughter Jessie. In other words,
Elster is at the mercy of an event to come that will repeat the past
trauma and that will surpass it. Thus under stood, Derrida’s comment
comes to mind:

There is trau matism with no possible work of mourning when the
evil comes from the possib ility to come of the worst, from the
repe ti tion to come ‒ though worse. Trau matism is produced
by the future, by the to come, by the threat of the worst to come,
rather than by an aggres sion that is “over and done with”.
(Derrida 97) 12

Elster is the synec dochic figure of America and one can say that he
repres ents America’s narciss istic and hege monic stance, a topic
intro duced in Falling Man by Martin Ridnour and crys tal lized in the
formula, “the narciss istic heart of the West” (DeLillo, Falling Man 113).
Elster rather egoist ic ally—the war that the US was waging was,
after all, “his war” (54)—declares: “We are a living history and
I thought I would be in the middle of it” (30).

It is worth adding that Elster’s wish for a paroxysm is imbued with
suicidal under tones. His search for the general good at all costs in
this “total extra pol a tion of Good” (Baudril lard 14) leads to a
propor tionate Evil: “Ulti mately, Good could thwart Evil only by
ceasing to be Good since, by seizing for itself a global mono poly of
power, it gives rise, by that very act, to a blow back of a propor tionate
viol ence” (Baudril lard 13–14). 13 The war on terror has signi fic antly
increased the spreading of terrorist actions. 14

8

Elster is thus destined, so to speak, to direct suffering towards
himself, or rather, against himself in an autoim mune process that
Derrida defines as “that strange beha vior where a living being,
in quasi- suicidal fashion, ‘itself’ works to destroy its own protec tion,
to immunize itself against its ‘own’ immunity” (Derrida 94). However,
this urge for a death to come recog niz able only through its past—“We
want to be the dead matter we used to be” (50), Elster solemnly and
inde cently muses—before the coming of the paroxysmal event, is

9
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concret ized in Jessie’s disap pear ance. Because this event will thrust
Elster into the severe melan choly of an indefi nite mourning, as
Jessie’s body will remain obstin ately missing, hence haunting,
chances are that he will face visit a tions of the disappeared and
invit a tions to disappear. Indeed, people who are “disap peared”
preclude any work of mourning: “By defin i tion, the missing resist the
work of mourning, like the future, just like the most recal cit rant of
ghosts. The missing of the archive, the ghost, the phantom—that’s
the future—JD” (Derrida 189).

“What is a trau matic event?” asks Jacques Derrida:10

For the wound remains open by our terror before the future and not
only the past. […] The ordeal of the event has as its tragic correlate
not what is presently happening or what has happened in the past
but the precursory signs of what threatens to happen. It is the future
that determ ines the unap pro pri ab ility of the event, not the present
or the past. Or at least, if it is the present or the past, it is insofar as
it bears on its body the terrible sign of what might or perhaps will
take place, which will be worse than anything that has ever
taken place. (Derrida 96)

It is a trau matic future which is at stake when Elster bitterly
exclaims: “I still want a war. A great power has to act. We were
struck hard” (30) [my emphasis]. It is once again quite signi ficant that
what Elster wants has already happened. Wanting a war means that
Elster minim izes, or rather denies the wars that are currently being
fought in Afgh anistan and in Iraq at the very moment he utters those
words. Those wars do not seem to count, as if the US could not be
held account able for them: “We do not, however, take the sign of
destroyed life and decim ated peoples as some thing for which we are
respons ible, or indeed under stand how that decim a tion works to
confirm the United States as performing atro cities” (Butler 6). They
do not seem to deserve the name war as if they were not worthy of
such a name. No, they are, at best, muffled murmurs against the roars
of wars: “Iraq is a whisper” (50). By raising the ques tion of which wars
count as wars, DeLillo echoes, to a certain extent, Judith Butler’s
crucial and plain ethical ques tion: “Who counts as human? Whose
lives count as lives? And, finally, What makes for a griev able life?”
(Butler 20).
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Addressing the real to oneself
Throughout the novel, Elster abund antly quotes French
pale on to lo gist and Jesuit philo sopher Pierre Teil hard de Chardin
(1881–1955) who coined the concept of “Point Oméga” in his
1955 posthumous essay The Phenomenon of Man. Teil hard de Chardin
under stood the universe in terms of expan sion like most of his peers
but he also believed in a form of internal expansion:

11

[the Universe] […] presents itself to us, physico- chemically, as in
process of organic involution upon itself (from the extremely simple
to the extremely complex)—and, moreover, this partic ular invol u tion
“of complexity” is exper i ment ally bound up with a correl ative
increase in interi or isa tion, that is to say in the psyche or
conscious ness. (Teil hard de Chardin 301)

Elster knows of Teil hard de Chardin’s theory obvi ously but he fails to
render it faith fully, perhaps because he succumbs—surrenders indeed
—to the charm of its aesthetic dimen sion. Instead of focusing upon
the quasi- divine perfec tion of conscious ness, that is to say hyper- 
consciousness, Elster believes that “[c]onscious ness is exhausted” (53).
He cannot prop erly trans late Teil hard de Chardin’s theory as its
tran scendent value seems to have been removed; on the contrary he
refor mu lates it as a regres sion towards an infra- consciousness of
Matter. The reversal appears in the title that David Cowart
analyses thus:

Therein lies the chief irony of DeLillo’s title. Elster, the char acter who
intro duces the Teil hard phrase, always does so with the English word
order, “omega point” (52, 72). Only Jim Finley, late in the text, shifts
from “omega point” to “point omega” (98) and so christens DeLillo’s
novel. The unfa miliar syntax, which duplic ates that of the original
French (point oméga), enacts the bouleversement—the reversal—of
Teil hard de Chardin’s most well‐known concept. (Cowart 47)

What is para mount here is that, thanks to the English language, this
reversal discloses the Amer ic an iz a tion of the concept that suggests in
turn the appro pri ation process at the heart of Amer ican neo- 
imperialism. The Other laid bare here in the shape of the foreign
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language is assim il ated into proper Amer ican, is being made into a
prop erty of the Amer ican language. The move ment going from “Point
Omega” to the “omega point” unveils “an imper i alism of the same”
(Levinas 87), a return of the same, to what is proper. It is a
phenomenon that only produces terror, in response to terror in the
manner of a closed circuit, the latter being under scored by the
struc ture of the novel and its two- enclosing claus tro phobic
“Anonymity” sections.

What was meant theor et ic ally to initiate an opening onto a mystical
and tran scendent exper i ence bestowing a “thinking layer” (Teil hard
de Chardin 182, 225, 244) to Earth has even tu ally contracted into a
personal wound so deeply inscribed within Elster’s conscious ness
that it has turned into a wound in the flesh: “A million years away. The
omega point has narrowed, here and now, to the point of a knife as it
enters a body” (98). The reader remem bers Elster’s arrogant and
cynical ques tion: “Do we have to be human forever?” (53). From the
moment his daughter vanishes, Elster will never be more human than
he was, than he has always been: “Look at him, frail and beaten. Look
at him, incon sol ably human” (96). Vulner able as he is now, he has just
stepped into the realm of the victims he has so persist ently ignored:
“Elster, too, meets his fate in the desert. Implic ated in deadly polit ical
folly, he retreats in chagrin to his own personal Iraq” (Cowart 45). The
Iraq that was a “whisper” is now simply him: “[i]t was hard for him to
lift his voice above a whisper” (82). If his refer ence to Teil hard de
Chardin was meant to suggest a tension towards the future, 15 to
Elster, this future is blocked in a hyper- personal wound that dwells
and expands in a resol utely melan cholic present that the slow pace of
the narrative betrays.

12

Jessie’s disap pear ance conflates both national and personal traumas,
the event of a double vulner ab ility. Her disap pear ance on a national
level ques tions the validity of the Amer ican govern ment response
to 9/11. Far from solving the ques tion of terror and terrorism, the
national responses (USA Patriot Act) and the inter na tional responses
(the war in Afgh anistan launched as early as October 2001, and in Iraq
in March 2003 but also the scan dals of Abu Ghraib and Guantánamo)
clearly display the limits of the Amer ican coun terter rorism policy—
for some, another form of terrorism, one stem ming from
the “West”. 16 In their wish to erad icate terrorism, it seems that

13
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the US have inex or ably directed it towards them selves. The author of
an essay written from the torturer’s perspective, Elster has been
converted into the tortured, “barely able to move, either from
medic a tion or lack of sleep” (82). In that sense, the Amer ican that he
is ceases to be and becomes instead a foreigner, that Other. When at
a loss, after Jessie’s disap pear ance he calls his wife and speaks Rusian
to her, “every word a plea, the response of an accused man [speaking]
in awkward English” (82–83). The onomas tics tends also to indicate a
paragon of alien ness if “Elster” is to be read as a sort of neolo gized
super lative of “else”. We may then argue syllo gist ic ally that if the
Amer ican which is hurt is thus an Other, there fore the Other which is
hurt is an Amer ican. In a quest for the general good, the United- 
States have rendered them selves vulner able in a suicidal manner by
the very system they were trying to undo: “Tragic ally, it seems that
the US seeks to preempt viol ence against itself by waging viol ence
first, but the viol ence it fears is the viol ence it engenders”
(Butler 149). On a personal level, Elster’s over whelming grief
reson ates with the national grief of a country still mourning and, like
his Iraqi coun ter parts, Elster as a father mourns the unfore seen and
unex plained loss of a relative.

Elster returns to New York without any clue about Jessie. The
personal grief of this war partisan works like the archive of mourning
that was done away with too quickly by the Bush administration:

14

Pres ident Bush announced on September 21 that we have finished
grieving and that now it is time for resolute action to take the place
of grief. When grieving is some thing to be feared, our fears can give
rise to the impulse to resolve it quickly, to banish it in the name of an
action invested with the power to restore the loss or return the
world to a former order, or to invig orate a fantasy that the world
formerly was orderly. (Butler 29–30)

But Elster’s grief and pain point also impli citly more grief and pain,
that of others, those anonymous victims of the wars of Iraq and
Afgh anistan, the “ghost detainees” of Abu Ghraib. As it is stated about
the video art, “Every body remem bers the killer’s name, Norman
Bates, but nobody remem bers the victim’s name” (6). It may be also
added that those victims announce more victims to come: “people
here in Europe who will be victims of the escal ating cycle of

15
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viol ence” (Chomsky, 9‐11 66). It is precisely in that sense that
counterterrorism- as-terrorism only deepened that which it was
meant to with stand, in the first place, namely, loss and mourning.

The real is a mess
At the end of the day, nobody knows what happened to Elster’s
daughter there fore “her precise fate remains uncer tain”
(Herren 155). 17 It would simply be inac curate to state that she is dead
or that she has been kidnapped and murdered by her former
boyfriend Dennis (Banash 7). It is indeed tempting to incrim inate
Dennis (the Menace?): “I thought of him as Dennis X. Was there legal
cause to trace the phone calls? Did the mother remember the man’s
name correctly?” (93). DeLillo induces us to rely upon an act of
“deeming” akin to the one encour aged by the gener al ized atmo sphere
of suspi cion inaug ur ated by the USA Patriot Act and, more gener ally,
by the Global War on Terror. In doing so, readers are invited to reflect
upon the uses of the tools of the state of excep tion so as to better
condemn them: “[The] act of “deeming” takes place in the context of a
declared state of emer gency in which the state exer cises prerog atory
power that involves the suspen sion of law” (Butler 59). A parallel with
the detainees in Guantánamo appears inev it able: “They have to be
“deemed dangerous”, but the “deeming” is not […] a judg ment for
which there are rules of evid ence” (Butler 71). We may note in passing
that Guantánamo is also alluded to when it to comes to Elster himself
who is “begin ning to resemble an X‐ray, all eye and socket” (96),
“Camp X‐Ray” being the other name of
Guantánamo (Worthington XII). Dennis gradu ally and, almost
uncon sciously, becomes the psycho path likely to be equated with
the terrorist in potentia. 18

16

The uncer tainty around Jessie’s disap pear ance ought to be fully
acknow ledged as it forces Elster to confront the arbit rar i ness of a
viol ence that he has not hesit ated to allow being inflicted upon
others in an equally arbit rary manner. The pain he exper i ences
echoes the pain of the Arab families, for like him, they had to cope
with the myster ious disap pear ances of members of their families, and
like him “Nothing happened that was not marked by her
absence” (86). The disap pear ance of Jessie under stood as an event

17
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embodies, poten tially, the indefi nite event of an indefi nite deten tion
in an indefi nite locus. The Abu Ghraib scandal and the illegal
deten tions in Guantánamo rever berate through her. Simil arly, DeLillo
displaces the war on terror on the Amer ican soil according to an
autoim mune prin ciple that is also at stake in the figure of Dennis who
is releg ated to the rank of the homegrown or the domestic terrorist.
Unable to make “the differ en ti ation of self and non‐self” (Anderson
and Mackay 140), America fails to look at itself and determine what is
of itself, and in that failure runs the risk of hurting itself. The state of
excep tion that unleashed and author ized state terrorism may lead to
a confu sion as to whom the enemy might be:

The admin is tra tion has now claimed the right to round up people
here, including Amer ican citizens, place them in confine ment
indefi n itely without access to families and lawyers, and to hold them
without charges until the pres ident decides that the “war against
terror”, or what he wants to call, is over. It’s aston ishing. The
govern ment is claiming the right to strip people of their funda mental
right of citizen ship if the attorney general merely infers—he doesn’t
have to have any evid ence that the person is involved somehow in
actions that might be harmful to the United States. (Chomsky,
Imperial 37)

Point Omega is a polit ical fiction that stages the ghostly inner
work ings of coun terter rorism and that uncovers its “dark side”, itself
denoted by “the reverse side” (4) of the screen of Douglas Gordon’s
art install a tion. The “dark side” enun ci ated by Dick Cheney directly
echoes the words uttered on February 2002 by Donald Rums feld who
was then Secretary of Defense:

18

Reports that say that some thing hasn’t happened are always
inter esting to me, because as we know, there are known knowns;
there are things that we know that we know. We also know there are
known unknowns; that is to say we know there are some things we
do not know. But there are also unknown unknowns, the ones we
don’t know we don’t know. (Morris, Rumsfeld)

Although the message seems confusing, the rationale behind is
implac able. Yet, the logical demon stra tion is incom plete according to
Slavoj Žižek:
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1  Reprinted in Alex Lubin on page 48.

2  The mention of the term “confes sion” imme di ately connects the plot to
the subtext of torture (see Rejali 35)

3  The New Oxford Amer ican Dictionary defines it as “the prac tice of
sending a foreign crim inal or terrorist suspect covertly to be inter rog ated in
a country with less rigorous regu la tions for the humane treat ment
of prisoners”.

4  “Certain [Coali tion Forces] military intel li gence officers told the ICRC
[Inter na tional Committee of the Red Cross] that in their estimate between
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70 percent and 90 percent of the persons deprived of their liberty in Iraq had
been arrested by mistake” (Danner 3, emphasis added).

5  Here is a telling example of such prac tice: “the New York Times reported,
in February 2005, that an Australian national, Mamdouh Habib, had been
taken off a bus in Pakistan right after 9/11 and beaten by local inter rog ators,
with Amer icans present, before being shipped to Cairo as part of the CIA’s
rendi tion program. There, Egyp tian inter rog ators subjected him to a mix of
psycho lo gical and phys ical torture, threat ening his family and beating him
with sticks while suspending him from the ceiling. He made several
confes sions, which he later claimed were false. After six months in Egypt, he
was shipped to Bagram for a week of inter rog a tion with sexual harass ment
and elec tric shock. Then he was flown to Guantánamo for more brutal
ques tioning. When the Wash ington Post published an article about his
agony, he was quickly released, without charges or explan a tion, and in
January 2005 rejoined his family in Australia after three years of deten tion”
(McCoy 194).

6  “[O]ne can always recount differ ently, by elim in ating, by shifting the
emphasis, by recasting the prot ag on ists of the action in a different light
along with the outlines of the action. For anyone who has crossed through
all the layers of config ur a tion and of narrative refig ur a tion from the
consti tu tion of personal iden tity up to that of the iden tities of the
communities that struc ture our ties of belonging, the prime danger, at the
end of this path, lies in the hand ling of author ized, imposed, celeb rated,
commem or ated history—of offi cial history. The resource of narrative then
becomes the trap, when higher powers take over this emplot ment and
impose a canon ical narrative by means of intim id a tion or seduc tion, fear or
flat tery. A devious form of forget ting is at work here, resulting from
strip ping the social actors of their original power to recount their actions
them selves” (Ricœur 448).

7  See also Chomsky, 9‐11 99.

8  This section does not address the figure of Jessie but it should be noted
that she too may be perceived as a ghost: “other worldly” (36), Jessie “moved
through places in a soft glide” (49), “kept appearing in some inner field of
vision, indis tinct, like some thing I’d forgotten to say or do” (76) or “Passing
into air, it seemed this is what she was meant to do” (81).

9  It also recalls the “depriva tion of sensory stimuli”: “The more completely
the place of confine ment elim in ates sensory stimuli, the more rapidly and
deeply will the inter rog atee be affected. Results produced only after weeks
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or months of impris on ment in an ordinary cell can be duplic ated in hours or
days in a cell which has no light (or weak arti fi cial light which never varies),
which is sound- proofed, in which odors are elim in ated, etc.)” (CIA,
Kubark 90).

10  “Low- tech noise, then, is common, and there is gener ally a marked
pref er ence among modern torturers for low‐tech proced ures. However, this
is not what captures modern imagin a tion. What captiv ates modern minds is
high‐tech noise. This includes placing subjects in boxes or rooms where
they are bombarded with noise of all sorts from machines, or subjecting
them to scien tific ally engin eered noise that only machines can produce
(“white noise”). It also includes noise that may not be heard by the human
ear, but can cause serious bodily damage, what is called “high- intensity
sound” or “infra sound”. This is what known about high- technology noise in
the twen tieth century” (Rejali 363).

11  For Teil hard de Chardin, the omega point is a paroxysm that cannot not
be for it is irre vers ible: “The only universe capable of containing the human
person is an irre vers ibly ‘person al ising’ universe” (Teil hard de Chardin 290).

12  What Derrida writes uncan nily echoes what Chomsky char ac ter izes as
“preventive war”: “preventive war [t]hat is, the United States will rule the
world by force, and if there is any chal lenge to its domin a tion—whether it is
perceived in the distance, invented, imagined or whatever—then the
United States will have the right to destroy that chal lenge before it becomes
a threat. That’s preventive war, not pree mptive war” (Chomsky, Imperial 2).

13  It recalls former lieu tenant colonel Robert Bowman’s state ment on the
terrorist bomb ings of the U.S. embassies in Kenya and Tanzania: “That
hatred we have sown has come back to haunt us in the form of terrorism”
(Zinn 682).

14  For the United States and its war on terror, there is a contra dic tion
between stop ping terror plots in motion versus stop ping terrorism. By
pursuing the chimera of halting conspir acies in progress, Wash ington has
used extreme methods, contrib uting to a larger polit ical climate that fosters
terrorism. In effect, the use of torture to stop terrorism has, para dox ic ally,
created more terror ists (McCoy 200–201).

15  “The Future- Universal could not be anything else but the Hyper Personal
—at the Omega Point” (Teil hard de Chardin 260).

16  “There are many terrorist states in the world, but the United States is
unusual in that it is offi cially committed to inter na tional terrorism, and on a
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scale that puts its rival to shame” (Chomsky, “Inter na tional” 15). See also:
“We should not forget that the U.S. itself is a terrorist
state” (Chomsky, 9‐11 72). And also: “If we want to consider this ques tion [i.e.
Is the nation’s so‐called war on terrorism winnable?] seri ously, we should
recog nize that in much of the world the U.S. is regarded as a leading
terrorist state, and with good reason” (Chomsky, 9‐11 55).

17  Eve explains that “the reader is never given enough evid ence to uncover
what has happened to Jessie or what has caused her disap pear ance, only
strongly suggestive clues and forking paths” (Eve 580) while Sammar celli
states that “no clue is actu ally provided in spite of the focal izer’s effort to
come to terms with the brutal fact of disap pear ance” (Sammar celli np).

18  “The terror ists are like the mentally ill because their mind‐set is
unfathom able, because they are outside of reason, because they are outside
of ‘civil iz a tion’, if we under stand that term to be the catch word of a
self‐defined Western perspective that considers itself bound to certain
versions of ration ality and the claims that arise from them” (Butler 72).

RÉSUMÉS

English
Point Omega, Don DeLillo’s fifteenth novel, is both overtly and covertly
about a histor ical reality, that of the Global War on Terror and some of its
tragic consequences, the Iraq War and the Abu Ghraib scan dals. Centered
on the figure of Richard Elster, a retired archi tect of the GWOT, the novel
enacts a coun terter rorist politics of terror thanks to a haunting poetics.
Indeed, everything about DeLillo’s opus seems to convey the general
atmo sphere of coun terter rorist terror that char ac ter ized the US abroad and
that is now surrepti tiously and spec trally performed on national ground.
Consid ering that the plot takes place in the US and that the main victims—
whether direct for Elster’s daughter Jessie who disap pears or, indirect for
Elster himself in the face of that loss—are Amer ican citizens, I argue that
the shadowy imple ment a tions of the GWOT have, so to speak, contam in ated
the US itself due to an autoim mune prin ciple. I examine how DeLillo
suggests that the terror istic real returns to the sender and afflicts those it
was designed to protect in the first place.

Français
Quin zième roman de Don DeLillo, Point Omega aborde à la fois ouver te ment
et secrè te ment la réalité histo rique de la guerre mondiale contre le
terro risme et de certaines de ses consé quences tragiques, à savoir la guerre
en Irak et le scan dale d’Abu Ghraib. Centré sur la figure de Richard Elster,
une des têtes pensantes de la guerre contre le terro risme, désor mais à la
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retraite, le roman met en scène le terro risme d’État et sa poli tique aveugle
de contre- terreur grâce à une poétique de la hantise. En effet, tout dans ce
roman tend à trahir l’atmo sphère géné rale de terreur qui a carac té risé la
poli tique anti ter ro riste des États‐Unis à l’étranger et qui se voit ainsi
déployée, de manière subrep tice et fanto ma tique sur le sol national. Étant
donné que l’intrigue se déroule aux États‐Unis et que les deux prin ci pales
victimes — Jessie, la fille d’Elster, qui dispa raît du jour au lende main sans
expli ca tion et Elster lui‐même face à son chagrin incom men su rable — sont
des citoyens améri cains, je défends l’idée suivante : la mise en œuvre dans
l’ombre de la guerre contre le terro risme a, pour ainsi dire, frappé les
États‐Unis eux‐mêmes en raison d’un prin cipe auto‐immun. Je montre
notam ment comment le réel carac té risé par la terreur, ou la terreur comme
réel permet à DeLillo de suggérer que ce réel retourne à son expé di teur et
afflige ceux et celles qu’il était censé protéger.
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TEXTE

One part of a multi media project that also includes a
video installation, Character is a book conceived and developed at the
cross roads of fiction, docu ment a tion, and investigative journalism.
Envi sioned by its author, French artist Paul Heintz, as the record of a
literary quest over step ping the boundary that divides the real from
the imaginary, this journal proposes to unravel the many strands that
connect us to the world, fictional or not. Similar to the book, the
quest here under taken is as nebu lous as it is straight for ward:
“meeting a char acter from a novel”. This desire gives the artist the
impetus to go out into the world looking for an answer to the central
ques tion that he can’t wave aside: “what do people in a novel do when
they’re not anim ated by the fact of being read”? After a quick run- 
down of poten tial candid ates including Kafka’s Gregor Samsa and
Flaubert’s Frédéric Moreau, Heintz finally settles on Winston Smith,
Orwell’s incon spicuous hero from 1984.

1

In many regards, Character is a hall of mirrors where real life people
and events are reflected and refracted into their fictional
coun ter parts and vice versa. For instance, Heintz chooses to go
looking for Smith “because he reflects back the solitude and the
impossib ility of a common struggle, one that could topple fascist
power of former and current oppressors” but it could also be said
that Heintz’s own under taking in turn reflects Smith’s quest for his
own self in a world deprived of privacy, as symbol ized by his journal—
an exer cise in mirror writing that strives to artic u late the creative
encounter of our personal selves with the world as medi ated through
language. A game of doubles is at play throughout Character, as
perfectly shown by the English version of the text abutted to the

2
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original one in French. The side by side present a tion of the texts
running on parallel lines grants Character a strong visual iden tity that
borrows from the free- form style of diary- writing, where notes,
narrative parts, obser va tional inserts, books extracts augmented with
further notes, memos, docu ments and other miscel lany collide to
form a repos itory of one’s own exper i ence and temporal exist ence.
A graduate of the National Superior School of Art and Design of
Nancy and of the National Superior School of Decor ative Arts in Paris,
Paul Heintz shows a sens ib ility for visual arts which is on full
display in Character, a book- as-object whose phys ic ality is explored
to the fullest thanks to the inser tion of images, photo graphs of
objects and docu ments, all coales cing into various assemblages often
leaning on facti tious ness and trompe- l’oeil effects. The end result is a
book that is conceived as an arte fact, a book that draws atten tion to
its mater i ality and artificiality.

Indeed in a manner that reflects the inner- logic of the artist’s search,
Character’s visual organ iz a tion is rich and sprawling, suggesting, at
first glance, that the end product could be the 1�1 repro duc tion of the
artist’s personal journal. However, the montage- like quality of the
overall design high lights its delib er ate ness and craft i ness, thus
implying that this book is less a journal than a medit a tion on what
journal- writing entails: a mise- en-scène of the invest ig a tion treated as
both a narrative and visual object. As it stands, Character is the
outcome of a two- year inquiry that led artist Paul Heintz to go
looking for Winston Smith’s homonyms nowadays living in the
London area. From Soho to Camden, the journal recounts Heintz’s
encounter with six of them which de facto makes this journal as much
a recol lec tion of the artist’s exper i ence as a reper tory of multiple
Winston Smiths, letting us catch a glimpse of the vertigo of
inau thenti city that such a common surname implies—one of the
many instances of doub ling used by Heintz to prod out the
multi far ious real ities of our given names.

3

Much like the exact exist en tial loca tion of Orwell’s Winston Smith
is undetermined, Character occu pies and explores an uncer tain space
between the real and fiction—as if the many real- life docu ments
attrib uted to the name Winston Smith (borrowed from the real
Winston Smiths he met) had the effect of a wedge inserted into our
daily exper i ence of reality. The plastic prop er ties of the book cannot

4
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be stressed enough since the journal provides a way to not only
exper i ment with the multimodal possib il ities of the phys ical book
format but also with a way to ques tion the found a tions of our sense
of reality, the better to bend, warp and displace the usual fron tier
between facts and fiction, between texts and images, between
docu ment a tion and story- making—hence begging the ques tion raised
from the very title: what is a character?

Over the course of 15 chapters, Character takes the personal journal
to the onto lo gical limits of the genre since its author exploits its
specificities to reify both the concep tual nature of his quest and the
fictional reality of char ac ters we meet in novels. While the actual
invest ig a tion embodies a process of revis iting a textual genre, the
journal exhibits a natural ability to bridge the divide between what is
lived and what is read. Thus the artist is able to chart the
psycho lo gical effects and exist en tial reper cus sions found at the
conflu ence of the real and the fictive. As a result, the reader is offered
a glimpse into what the real world shares with fiction according to an
ample motion reaching outwards in multiple direc tions, in the hope
of connecting people, real or imaginary, in space and time. The
following extract here provided offers a preview of the first half of the
journal. Made up of parts taken from Chapter I “The Rules of the
Game,” Chapter II “The Phone books” and Chapter IV “Winston Smith,
Camden,” this combin a tion aims to provide the reader with a
mini ature illus tra tion of the journal, at once encap su lating the
inherent qual ities of the work and the unbridled nature of its format,
though not anything goes here, where each piece is care fully chosen
and adjusted to others to create this balanced, dynamic, total work,
vibrant with internal and external ramifications.

5

Following the collage logics anim ating multifaceted Character as a
whole, this extract splices together seem ingly self- excluding
elements and consid er a tions so as to both chal lenge and convey the
tenuous distinc tion separ ating the fictional from the fictive, while
also featuring front and centre an exper i ence that cannot be fully
contained—so much so that the over flowing pages of the journal can
stand as a fitting meta phor for the way fiction over steps into our
daily lives as much as we into the worlds of the novels we read.

6
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My thanks go to Giulia Loi for trans lating this article from its original French
version, to Derek Woods and Liliane Campos for inviting me to think in terms
of scale, and to Kath erine Hayles for inspiring this work on Kim
Stanley Robinson’s The Ministry for the Future.

In the opening of his book Facing Gaia (2017), Bruno Latour explains
what he means by the “New Climate Regime” (an expres sion he
derives from the work of Aykut and Dahan 2015), noting from the
outset that because of it, “everything changes in the way stories
are told”:

1

I use this term [New Climate Regime] to summarize the present
situ ation, in which the phys ical frame work that the Moderns had
taken for granted, the ground on which their history had always been
played out, has become unstable. As if the décor had gotten up on
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stage to share the drama with the actors. From this moment on,
everything changes in the way stories are told, so much so that the
polit ical order now includes everything that previ ously belonged to
nature […]. (3)

At stake here is the status of nature, of the “phys ical frame work”—
essen tial, but conceived as inan imate—of modern scientific and
polit ical culture, but also of modern artistic and literary culture,
which crucially includes what has been called “realism”. In liter ature
and the arts, realism has indeed consti tuted a dominant mode of
repres ent a tion and narrative, from the nine teenth century onward.
It has accom panied the coming to maturity of a certain indus trial and
posit ivist modernity, in Europe and North America. Even today,
realism remains the norm in “serious” liter ature (no longer in its
narrow defin i tion, which would restrict it to the histor ical moment of
Balzac and Hardy, but more broadly under stood as the Other of the
mythic, epic, fantasy or science fiction modes). A glance at the list of
2020 nominees for the Goncourt, Booker and Pulitzer prizes is
enough to convince us of this (the cries of aston ish ment uttered that
year, when L’Anomalie won the 2020 Goncourt—a science fiction
novel! published by Galli mard!—show the persistent relev ance of this
norm, at least in the French- speaking world). But if the great
“actors”—the politi cians, entre pren eurs, and scient ists that have been
playing out the drama of modernity—suddenly see their “stage”
coming to life, if Gaia becomes an agent of this drama, everything
indeed changes in the way we tell stories. For it is then neces sary to
take a new category of char ac ters seri ously: climatic and geophys ical
plan etary forces. Admit tedly, those have never been totally absent
from the novel istic scene—as the recent collection Le temps qu’il fait
(Naugrette and Lanone 2020) demon strates, tracing the role of
weather in English liter ature from Chaucer to Dickens. But climatic
and geophys ical actors have, most of the time, been turned into mere
décor by a literary modernity that has deployed most of its narrat ives
on the scales of indi vidual inner life, of family or community rela tions,
or, to a lesser extent, of the city, region or nation.

2

In this article, I will try to elucidate how The Ministry for
the Future (2020), the most recent novel by Amer ican science fiction
writer Kim Stanley Robinson, responds to the demands formu lated by
the new climate regime: how to tell stories in which geophys ical

3
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entities act on a plan etary scale? What tech niques can a novel use to
“face Gaia”?

Real ists for a larger reality
To begin answering these ques tions, I would like to return briefly to
that of realism. In 2014, receiving the life time achieve ment award
from the Amer ican National Book Found a tion, Ursula K. Le Guin gave
a committed speech—abund antly cited since then, notably by Isabelle
Stengers in her essay “Thinking in SF Mode” (2021), some of whose
argu ments I will take up here. Le Guin then declared, about this prize:

4

And I rejoice in accepting it for, and sharing it with, all the writers
who’ve been excluded from liter ature for so long—my fellow authors
of fantasy and science fiction, writers of the imagin a tion, who for
fifty years have watched the beau tiful rewards go to the so- 
called realists. 
Hard times are coming, when we’ll be wanting the voices of writers
who can see altern at ives to how we live now, can see through our
fear- stricken society and its obsessive tech no lo gies to other ways of
being, and even imagine real grounds for hope. We’ll need writers
who can remember freedom—poets, visionaries—real ists of a
larger reality. (113, emphasis mine)

Robinson appears as one of those “real ists of a larger reality”. Instead
of striving to represent “reality” as a given state of affairs, his fictions
illu minate how it is perpetu ally produced by nego ti ations and
exper i ment a tions, in work shops and labor at ories, parlia ments and
schools, streets and fields, or on social networks. Thus refusing the
descrip tion of a reality that would have been estab lished once and for
all, Robinson summons the natural and social sciences, with the
debates and contro ver sies anim ating them, to imagine this
“larger reality” of which Le Guin speaks.

Before going further, however, I would like to maybe state the
obvious in noting that tradi tional literary realism, when invested in
social critique, can also parti cipate in the produc tion of a “larger
reality”. This is explicit when we read in full Stendhal’s famous
formula—often used as slogan for realism—describing the novel as
“a mirror carried along a high road”. The narrator of The Red and

5
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the Black (1830) then continues: “His mirror shows the [muddy] mire,
and you accuse the mirror! Rather accuse the main road where the
mud is, or rather the inspector of roads who allows the water to
accu mu late and the mud to form” (chapter XLIX). Stendhal’s realism
might not be espe cially well equipped to “see altern at ives to how we
live now”, but it can prepare the ground for such visions by showing
how the present is produced (here by the inspector’s socio- technical
agency). Realist critique may thus consti tute a first step toward the
spec u lative imagining of “other ways of being”. But what kind of
mirror does it need to envi sion those hyper ob jects (Morton) that are
climate change, the sixth extinc tion, or the Anthro po cene or
Chtu lu cene (Haraway)? When the “ground” of the high road comes
alive under our feet, and the “muddy mire” takes on a plan etary scale,
narrat ives have to embrace new scales, and widen their scope beyond
indi vidual, family and regional histories.

The Ministry for the Future attempts such upscaling, telling a story of
the Earth from 2025 to about 2055; from the creation of a UN agency
charged with defending the rights of future gener a tions—dubbed the
“Ministry for the Future” (16)—to the celeb ra tion of “Gaia Day” (545),
which marks a relative restor a tion of our planet’s climatic and
ecosys temic balance. Robinson thus works to remedy what Timothy
Clark calls, following Hannes Bergthaller, the failure of the
imagin a tion in the face of the ecolo gical crisis (Clark 2015, 18).
Locating himself in the moral istic vein of the Stend halian narrator, he
claims to have written a “low bar utopia”:

6

And I write as a utopian science fiction writer, which at the moment
we’re at right now in world history means that I have to set a pretty
low bar for utopia. If we dodge a mass extinc tion event in this
century, that’s utopian writing. (McKib bens 2021, unpaginated)

Indeed, the utopian breath carrying The Ministry for the Future does
not push it away from realism, but on the contrary towards an
archipelago of actual scientific works and tech nical exper i ments
within polit ical economy, finance, cognitive psycho logy, glaci ology
and ecology. While mobil izing those fields, Robinson’s science fiction
fully plays the role that Isabelle Stengers attrib utes to the genre, that
of keeping open the doors of the imagin a tion, a “keeping open [that]
does not involve the passivity of leaving open” (2021, 124). This
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writerly prac tice of spec u la tion allows us to “resist the tempta tion to
subscribe to the reasons we might give for accepting the order of
things and main taining that it could not be other wise” (124, see also
the notion of “other wise” developed by Crawley 2016). “Thinking in
SF mode”, as Stengers puts it following Haraway, is to recog nize “SF”
as a way of going beyond a literary realism limited to the descrip tion
of reality as it has been so far: “So Far is the very cry of resist ance
against the normality claimed by states of affairs” (126).

When composing The Ministry for the Future, Robinson had to resist
the hege monic “normality claimed by states of affairs”: “Another thing
that kept coming back to me when I was writing the book was how
these ideas sound utopian crazy. We have that hege monic response
in our heads—an imit a tion of common sense—that says, ‘Well, that
couldn’t happen’” (Gordon 2020, unpa gin ated). Refusing this
“imit a tion of common sense”, Robison’s novel sharply contrasts with
the resig na tion running through the dysto pias (Moylan 2020, 164),
post‐apoca lyptic fictions and other eschat o lo gies and collapso lo gies
that have swarmed since the begin ning of the 21st century (here is a
sample, in literature: Oryx and Crake, The Road, Station Eleven;
in cinema: The Day After Tomorrow, Melancholia; in video games:
The Last of Us).

7

Helping us to “imagine real grounds for hope”, The Ministry for
the Future deploys its reas on able utopia on a plan etary scale, and
makes it possible to envi sion a glob al iz a tion that would no longer be
placed under the colo nial/imperial sign of appro pri ation and
extrac tion, of the conquest of territ ories and markets, but under that
of a community of destiny uniting earth lings, whether they are
human or non- human, biolo gical or geophysical.

8

Polyphony
It has become common place, following Bakhtin’s essays on
“Dostoyevsky’s Poetics” and “Discourse in the Novel”, to define the
modern novel as constitutively (though not system at ic ally) an
assemblage of voices and points of view. Harmo nious or
contra dictory, expressing them selves in direct discourse or through
narra tion, these voices and points of view are weaved into a textual
matrix that Bakhtin situ ates at the cross roads of linguistic and social

9
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dynamics (we should add: of ecolo gical dynamics, since not only does
the novel models aspects of life, but its very exist ence depends on
solar energy flowing into paper making trees, and into the plants
feeding the writers’ and readers’ meta bolism). It is in Dosto evsky that
Bakhtin first finds this dialo gical poly phony, internal pluri lin gualism
or hetero glossia, following Otto Kaus’s reading of the nine teenth
century Russian novelist in the light of an emer ging capit alist
conscious ness that “broke down the seclu sion and inner ideo lo gical
self- sufficiency of […] social spheres” (Bakhtin 1984, 19). Although
Bakhtin is essen tially inter ested in its “struc tural pecu li ar ities”, he
agrees that “[t]he poly phonic novel could indeed have been real ized
only in the capit alist era” (19–20), a view that partially anti cip ates
Jacques Rancière’s iden ti fic a tion of its affinity for demo cracy
(2014, 34). In seems in any case prob able that, despite the univer sality
that its defenders have wanted to allocate it (see for example Léon
Daudet’s 1922 eulogy for Proust), the modern novel belongs to a
specific phase of our civil iz a tion: relat ively demo cratic (as far as the
internal politics of Western states are concerned) and capit alist, but
also: nation alist, indi vidu alist and humanist (or rather:
anthro po centric). However, and as we have seen above, the
tradi tional scales of its narrat ives seem unsuited to the real istic
descrip tion of a drama whose spatial, but also temporal scope
exceeds that of indi vidual human conscious ness and exper i ence. Can
we adapt poly phony to the larger reality of the new climate regime?
Is the demo cratic agora of the novel hospit able to collective,
tech nical or non- human voices? What happens when we extend the
poly phonic novel to the plan etary scale? We will now explore these
ques tions, keeping in mind Anna Tsing’s critique of scalar oper a tions,
which she asso ci ates with the modern episteme (2015, 38–39) and its
“triumph of preci sion design, not just in computers [with their
“effort less zoom”] but in busi ness, devel op ment, the ‘conquest’ of
nature, and, more gener ally, world making” (2012, 505). Tsing warns
us that scalar logics can block “our ability to notice the hetero gen eity
of the world” (505) and we should accord ingly remain attentive to
what changes, when we attempt to scale the novel up to the
Gaian level.

Plan etary poly phony appears in any case as a strategy favored by
Robinson’s novel to achieve a portrait (obvi ously partial) of the

10



Représentations dans le monde anglophone, 25 | 2022

struggle against climate change in the central decades of the
twenty‐first century. The Ministry for the Future is thus presented as
a patch work of voices and points of view, weaving together polit ical
and techno- scientific actors, iden ti fied prot ag on ists and anonymous
char ac ters, indi vidual and collective voices, human, animal and
geophys ical actants. These voices and points of view are arranged in
106 chapters, which we could clas sify into three main families:

the “classic” chapters, that follow Frank (a human it arian doctor,
trau mat ized by his exper i ence of a heat wave that kills twenty million
Indians in 2025, and who will become a sort of inde pendent
eco‐terrorist agent), Mary (the director of the “Ministry for the Future”),
or the members of her team (these chapters are repres ented by the
three blue areas on the following graph);
the chapters, of an equally narrative nature, but staging the voices of
anonymous indi viduals, emblem atic of a certain group (scient ists in
Antarc tica, refugees in Switzer land, slaves freed from a ship or a mine),
or the voices of a community, speaking in the first- person plural
(eco‐terror ists, citizens of India, inhab it ants of a flooded or dried‐up
city), or a third‐person objective narra tion of events in Earth’s history
(these chapters are in purple on the graph);
the non‐narrative chapters, that give voice to non- human entities
(riddles formu lated by the sun, the Earth, a photon, CO , history, the
market, herd animals, code), or that explain (directly, or through debates
in the form of anonymous dialogues) different theories from the
human ities and social sciences (Gross Domestic Product, ideo logy,
cognitive or psycho path o lo gical errors in rela tion to the climate crisis,
finan cial and banking history, the philo sophy of tech nique; these are in
brown on the graph).

2
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The distri bu tion of chapters on this graph clearly shows that those
that focus on recur ring and evolving char ac ters (in blue), and that
present a more familiar narra to lo gical profile, occupy only one‐third
of the novel. Even among these, the three chapters clas si fied as
“Notes for Badim” present minutes of ministry meet ings, written by
an anonymous assistant, which essen tially describe debates and
decision- making around this or that measure supposed to fight
climate change (carbon currency, quant it ative easing, a new
user‐owned social network…). The novel is thus largely domin ated by
collective and/or anonymous voices (in purple on the graph), and by
non- narrative discourses of know ledge (in brown), leaving
compar at ively little room for the everyday life or heroic actions of
indi viduals, for their emotions, rumin a tions and discus sions, that
have occu pied a large part of the modern novel.

11

Collective voices
Through this assembly, we parti cipate in a series of polit ical,
scientific and tech nical contro ver sies, not in detail (they are too
numerous), but through vign ettes showing how they unfold over
several decades. The reader thus follows exper i ments that fail or
succeed, ideas that are put into action, a world being (re)consti tuted
—on a relat ively long time scale, albeit one that remains within the

12
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limits of a human life (and so one that does not extend into the
geolo gical, like for example in Gillian Clark’s “stone poems” studied by
Sophie Laniel- Musitelli 2022). One of those exper i ments is the
imple ment a tion of an inter na tional program to drain the watery
carpet on which the glaciers of Antarc tica slide towards the ocean,
from its genesis during a simple discus sion between glaci olo gists, at a
confer ence (chapter 22), to a fairly advanced state of the project: “So,
at the end of the season, we were flown into the middle of the
Recovery Glacier, where we had drilled a double line of wells five
years before. One of the lines was reporting that all its pumps had
stopped” (472). This trivial- sounding passage inter est ingly departs
from what we find in most realist fiction. Instead of focusing on
indi vidual and/or human affairs, it features a collective voice (“we”)
responding to a tech nical actant (“one of the lines was reporting”),
within a temporal frame work defined both by natural cycles (“end of
the season”) and by those of an engin eering project (“five years
before”). Its spatial frame work is consti tuted by a geophys ical entity
(the “Recovery Glacier”), and its action is condi tioned, not by
biograph ical refer ence points, but by those of a collective enter prise
that holds plan etary stakes.

It should be noted in passing that the plan etary “ground” or “décor”
(to use Latour’s terms) is not partic u larly anim ated in these
geoen gin eering Antarctic chapters, nor in the one describing the
temperature- reducing program of spraying sulfur dioxide into the
atmo sphere, devised by India after the cata strophic heat wave it
endures (chapter 10). Robinson’s reas on able, poly phonic utopia thus
includes terra forming endeavors that prolong the tech ni cist hubris
typical of indus trial modernity (a hubris that becomes strangely
recursive, contrasting with the modern view of progress as linear:
“terra forming”—a term first used in science fiction to desig nate
efforts to make a planet more Earth‐like—here implies we use all our
scientific power to reshape the Earth in… its own form; a paradox
unpacked by Woods 2020). These projects do not, however, impose
on their executants an entirely dominant view of nature, since even
the voice that passion ately recounts glacier- breaking oper a tions
proposes to speak of “GEO‐BEGGING” rather than
“geoen gin eering” (265). In the face of climate change, tech nical action

13
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is imagined as a supplic a tion to the planet, and not the exer cise of an
instru mental will discon nected from Gaia.

The novel thus stages collective actions and voices, taking place on a
plan etary scale, but also on the smaller level of rela tions between
cities/nations, for example when an indi vidual speaks on behalf of
Hong Kong: “What did we teach Beijing, you ask? We taught them a
police state doesn’t work!” (513). As is often the case in The Ministry
for the Future, the dialogic form here reflects a poly phonic
contro versy that, by being juxta posed with the debates that animate
tech nos cientific collect ives, shows how reality is continu ously
produced, at the distinct but inter twined geophys ical and polit ical,
plan etary and inter na tional scales.

14

Spec u lative history
In addi tion to these collective or anonymous voices, the novel
includes chapters of spec u lative world history under the new climate
regime. Take, for example, this excerpt from chapter 51 (we are
halfway through the novel):

15

The thirties were zombie years. Civil iz a tion had been killed but it
kept walking the Earth, stag gering toward some fate even worse
than death. 
Everyone felt it. The culture of the time was rife with fear and anger,
denial and guilt, shame and regret, repres sion and the return of the
repressed. They went through the motions, always in a state of
suspended dread, always aware of their wounded status, wondering
what massive stroke would fall next, and how they would manage to
ignore that one too, when it was already such a huge effort to ignore
the ones that had happened so far, a string of them going all the way
back to 2020. […] 
So it was not really a surprise when a day came that sixty passenger
jets crashed in a matter of hours. All over the world, flights of all
kinds, although when the analyses were done it became clear that a
dispro por tionate number of these flights had been private or
busi ness jets […] But people, inno cent people, flying for all kinds of
reasons: all dead. […] 
The War for the Earth is often said to have begun on Crash Day. And
it was later that same year when container ships began to sink,
almost always close to land. (227–229)
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Here again, the temporal scale of events extends beyond that of
everyday realism: the time unit is the decade (“the thirties”, “all the
way back to 2020”). The spatial scale also goes beyond that of most
modern novels, as the summary encom passes the whole planet (“the
Earth”, “all over the world”). The subjects and objects of the action are
collective, both human and tech nical (“civil iz a tion”, “everyone”, “the
culture”, “they”, “sixty passenger jets”, “inno cent people”, “container
ships”). Considered from such distance, events appear caught in a
complex mesh of causes and consequences that prevents
straight for ward moral judge ment (that private jet owners are killed is
“not really a surprise”, but they remain “inno cent people”). Finally, the
capit al iz a tion of two events (“War for the Earth”, “Crash Day”),
histor icizes them, implying a retro spective look at a plan etary history
that appears as already consti tuted—in contrast with the world- 
making nego ti ations and exper i ment a tions we follow in most of
the novel.

16

This histor iciz a tion is however itself destabil ized by a histori ographic
discourse, formu lated in one of the “theor et ical” chapters. This one
reveals the arbit rary and provi sional, but also poten tially subversive
char acter of any periodization:

17

Of course attempts are always made to divide the past into periods.
This is always an act of imagin a tion, which fixes on matter geolo gical
(ice ages and extinc tion events, etc.), tech no lo gical (the stone age,
the bronze age, the agri cul tural revolu tion […]. They are dubi ously
illu min ative, perhaps, but as someone once wrote, “we cannot not
peri odize” […]. Perhaps peri od iz a tion makes it easier to remember
that no matter how massively entrenched the order of things seems
in your time, there is no chance at all that they are going to be the
same as they are now after a century has passed, or even ten years.
[…] Raymond Williams called this cultural shaping a “struc ture of
feeling”, and this is a very useful concept for trying to compre hend
differ ences in cultures through time. (123–124)

Along with spec u lative history, the novel calls upon histori ography to
keep the doors of our imagin a tion open, and to remind us that the
order of things, the “normality claimed by states of affairs” (to
reem ploy Stengers’s formula), are always only temporary: histor ical
periods follow one another, and world views with them. The Ministry
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for the Future thus train us once again to “think in SF mode”: by taking
up the codes of academic writing (the refer ence Raymond Williams, a
father of British cultural studies), it integ rates science in fiction, in a
spec u la tion that puts “states of affairs” to the test of a dense,
poly phonic world of inter twined agency. Collective voices,
anonymous perspect ives and scientific discourse are thus inter woven
to make us exper i ence a larger reality, that of a possible future for
our planet. But Robinson also invites us to exper i ence this future
through the indi vidual, embodied perspective of two prot ag on ists:
Mary and Frank.

Sensationalism
It is in Frank’s skin that we enter the novel, plunging in a terrible
scene of eco‐horror (see Rust and Soles 2014 about this sub‐genre).
An Amer ican human it arian doctor, Frank is on a mission in Uttar
Pradesh (a province in northern India, west of New Delhi), when a wet
heat wave hits and kills, in three days, about twenty million humans.
The horror of the situ ation, for the readers, lies in the feeling that
such hecatomb is indeed possible. As clima to lo gists Raymond,
Matthews and Horton (2020) write, the occur rence of extreme wet
heat has doubled on Earth since 1979; a worrying tend ency, because
the human body can no longer regu late its internal temper ature
when the outside temper ature reaches 35° Celsius with 80%
humidity (wet bulb temper ature). This is what happens in
The Ministry for the Future’s first chapter: as the local elec trical
network and the air condi tioning fail, most of the city’s inhab it ants
find them selves “steamed” or, as in the case of Frank and of the
citizens who take refuge in the lake, poached in hot water.

18

For ten intense pages, we share Frank’s point of view, or rather “point
of feeling”, to borrow the more apt expres sion coined by neur o lo gist
Alain Berthoz (2004, 266). Indeed, the text fore grounds sensa tions of
unbear able heat:

19

It was getting hotter. 
Frank May got off his mat and padded over to look out the window.
Umber stucco walls and tiles, the color of the local clay. […] Sky the
color of the build ings, mixed with white where the sun would soon
rise. Frank took a deep breath. It reminded him of the air in a sauna.
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This the coolest part of the day. In his entire life he had spent less
than five minutes in saunas, he didn’t like the sensa tion. (1)

The initial sentence here func tions as a poten tial synec doche:
desig nating the local weather, the first “It” can also refer to the planet
—both are “getting hotter”. It loops the local and the global, a
cross‐scale recur sion that runs through and struc tures the entire
novel. The text then takes us into Frank’s point of feeling, moving
from a familiar action (easy to imagine with our muscular and motor
body: “got off his mat and padded over to look”), to vision (the color
palette: “Umber stucco walls”, “Sky the color of the build ings”), and
then to respir a tion (“Frank took a deep breath”), which we are invited
to exper i ence through his memory of being in a sauna, a memory
most readers can react ivate. This sensor imotor imagery, and the
affects attached to it (“he didn’t like the sensa tion”) are vivi fied by the
use of a minim alist free indirect style (“This the coolest part of the
day”), aligning the reader’s inner voice with that of Frank, and thus
facil it ating the embodied sharing of his bodily state.

This initial situ ation deteri or ates rapidly, and the following dawn
reveals a macabre picture:

20

Four more people died that night. In the morning the sun again rose
like the blazing furnace of heat that it was, blasting the rooftop and
its sad cargo of wrapped bodies. Every rooftop and, looking down at
the town, every side walk too was now a morgue. The town was a
morgue, and it was as hot as ever, maybe hotter. The ther mo meter
now said 42 degrees, humidity 60 percent. (8)

The passage from the figur ative (“like the blazing furnace of heat”) to
the literal (“that it was”) mater i al izes a situ ation that should have
remained imaginary (eco- horrific). Repe ti tion and vari ation (“Every
rooftop… every side walk too was now a morgue. The town was a
morgue”) follow Frank’s progressive real iz a tion of the extent of the
disaster. As in the previous sentence, this real iz a tion oscil lates
between the meta phor ical and the literal: the town is both like a
morgue, and truly a morgue. This diffi culty in fixing reality also
trans lates into a sensory uncer tainty (“maybe hotter”), which the
narrative, still in internal focus, tries to over come by an objective
measure (“42 degrees, humidity 60 percent”).
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The chapter closes the following night, as Frank and other citizens
have taken refuge in the lake, from which they cannot help but drink
the corpse- infused hot water. By giving us, from the start, the
embodied exper i ence of this night marish climatic event, The Ministry
for the Future forces us to share the trauma that will motivate the
eco‐terrorist actions of survivors (like Frank, and the members of an
organ iz a tion called the “Chil dren of Kali”), but also the unilat eral
diffu sion, by the Indian govern ment, of aero sols in the Earth’s
atmo sphere, to create a cooling compar able to the one caused by the
explo sion of the volcano Pinatubo. Exploiting the scale and terrain of
indi vidual feel ings, this sensa tion alist episode makes tangible the
intensity of the cata strophe, an intensity against which readers will
measure the inter ven tions of the novel’s various actors (activ ists,
refugees, scient ists, bankers; indi viduals, nations, chem ical elements,
tech nical devices…). These inter ven tions, spread over some thirty
years, will finally allow the climate to stabilize, and are described with
great sobriety, if we compare with the opening scene (and this in
spite of the dramatic nature of the events that will affect Frank, Mary
and certain members of her team: assas sin a tion, cancer, divorce,
terrorist bomb ings, a flight on foot across the Alps…).

21

We can consider this initial episode, filled with eco‐horrific energy
and playing power fully on the reader’s empathic and sensory‐motor
imagin a tion, as a seed‐situ ation, the core around which the world
imagined by Robinson grows. As Isabelle Stengers writes about
another science fiction writer:

22

Le Guin tells us that it is often the imagin a tion of a situ ation that
provides her with the starting point for a fiction, yet this situ ation
must have the ability to call forth a world to which it would belong.
This world is fictional but must have consist ency: it must make its
creation, and the explor a tion of what it demands, insep ar able.
(2021, 125).

In The Ministry for the Future, this consist ency is in part produced by
the heat wave scene, which calls forth the novel’s poly phony of
human and non‐human, indi vidual and systemic, organic and
geophys ical voices, each charged with its own interests. It is through
this assembly of voices and points of feeling that the world of the
novel mani fests itself. Responding to the demands of the new climatic
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regime—demands made clear during the sensa tional, initial situ ation
—this consistent, poly phonic world scales up to the plan etary level.
Zooming out, it shows how the fate of indi viduals is inex tric ably
linked to that of the planet. It is because Frank suffers from climate
trauma that he will briefly take Mary hostage, in the hope that she
will take more radical action against climate change, which she will
indeed do, author izing clandes tine sabotage oper a tions to be led
from within her own organ iz a tion, and thus contrib uting in the long
run to stabilize the climate. The trau matic seed- situation thus
produces a narrative matrix, a world where collect ives interact across
(polit ical, ecolo gical…) scales, as Kath erine Hayles (2021) under lined
during a recent oral intervention.

Non- human actants
One of the consequences of scaling up the poly phonic novel to the
plan etary level, in The Ministry for the Future, is its inclu sion of non- 
human voices. Robinson clev erly invokes these voices in a series of
chapters in the form of riddles, posed in the first person. For
example, the second chapter, which we approach still in shock from
the heat wave scene, lets us guess that the voice we are hearing is
the sun’s:

23

I am a god and I am not a god. Either way, you are my creatures.
I keep you alive. 
Inside I am hot beyond all telling, and yet my outside is even hotter. 
At my touch you burn, though I spin outside the sky. As I breathe my
big slow breaths, you freeze and burn, freeze and burn. 
Someday I will eat you. For now, I feed you. Beware my regard. Never
look at me. (13)

This cosmic “I”—by stating the titanic power of life and death it holds
over us, and by voicing an imper ative constitutive of the human
condi tion (“Never look at me”)—makes visible the sun’s divine
dimen sion. This dimen sion implies a subjec tion to nature that a
certain Modernity, in its hubris, has tried to ignore. It is consequently
unsur prising that the non- human here speaks in a format that recalls
the medi eval (hence pre‐modern) Anglo‐Saxon tradi tion of riddles. As
is the case in Tolkien’s works (see Curry 1997)—another piece of
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spec u lative fiction that played a major role in the emer gence of the
late twen tieth century ecolo gical, posthu manist conscious ness and
culture—through these riddles, the medi eval serves to remedy
Modernity, providing a format through which the novel rehab il it ates
that “phys ical frame work that the Moderns had taken for granted”
(Latour). But if the sun is “a [pre‐modern] god”, it is also “not a god”:
its divine qual ities are artic u lated through its phys ical qual ities, as
defined by science (solar cycle, temper ature, ecolo gical role).
Scientific know ledge thus feeds an eco‐reli gious, neo‐pagan respect
for plan etary, non‐human actants, a feeling that finds fertile ground
in the heat wave trauma the reader has just experienced.

The possib ility of a spir itual response to the new climate regime
becomes explicit at the very end of the novel, during the
simul tan eous, planet wide celeb ra tion of “Gaia Day”, which gives us a
glimpse of the tremendous joy and spir itual awakening accom pa nying
humanity’s recon cili ation with its envir on ment. But the poly phonic
novel remains a “reas on able utopia”, and Gaia Day is also the occa sion
of this exchange between Mary and her new friend Art:

24

Did you feel the moment? 
No. It was too cold. 
Me neither. But people seemed to like it. (546)

By zooming in on this sober reac tion, weaved in with other voices
(including the awe‐inspiring non‐human riddles), Robinson provides
us with a variety of cognitive and affective tools to re- imagine our
attach ment to the Earth and to try to extend, to the plan etary scale,
the Heide g gerian injunc tion of relearning to dwell, to “be of the land”
(in “Building, Dwelling, Thinking”).

A reas on able utopia?
Among these various tools is the (parsi mo nious) use of lists, as in
chapter 85, which enumer ates, in alpha bet ical order (from Argen tina
to Zimb abwe), the asso ci ations parti cip ating in an inter na tional
summit on climate change:

25

Hi, I am here to tell you about Argen tina’s Sham balla Perma cul ture
Project. We are repres ent at ives of Armenia’s ARK Armenia, happy to
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be here. Down in Australia we’ve connected up our Abori ginal
Wetland Burning, Shoal water Culture, Gawula, Greening Australia,
How Abori ginals Made Australia, Kachana Land Restor a tion [… … …]
I am from Zambia to tell you of the Better world Mine Regen er a tion.
I am from Zimb abwe to speak for the Africa Centre for Holistic
Manage ment, and the Chikukwa Ecolo gical Land Use Community
Trust. (425–428)

Like the evoc a tion of the heat wave, or of the “sun god”, this dense
list, stretching over four pages, makes us feel almost phys ic ally the
scope of the climate stakes. Utopian but reas on able, spec u lative but
prag matic, it carries the dream of a humanity capable of uniting in a
single community of interest and destiny.

This utopian breath is central Robinson’s literary endeavor, helping us
to “imagine real reasons to hope” (Le Guin), and to envi sion the new
pleas ures possibly offered by the ecolo gical trans ition. The novel thus
describes the replace ment of airliners by airships, trains and boats,
perhaps with a certain naivety (but isn’t that a judge ment based on a
deceptive common sense? On a false “normality claimed by states of
affairs” (Stengers):

26

Mary took a train to Lisbon and got on one of these new ships. […]
They sailed South west far enough to catch the trades south of the
horse latit udes, and in that age‐old pattern came to the Amer icas by
the way of the Anti lles and then up the great chain of islands to
Florida. The passage took eight days. 
The whole exper i ence struck Mary as marvelous. She had thought
she would get seasick: she didn’t. She had a cabin of her own, tiny,
ship shape, with a comfort able bed. Every morning she woke at dawn
and got break fast and coffee in the galley, then took her coffee out to
a deck chair in the shade and worked on her screen. […] She stopped
working for birds plan ning by, and dolphins leaping to keep up. (418)

Such “marvelous”, pastoral crossing sounds like a dream for many of
us trav eling for profes sional reasons: there are worst things than
being “stuck” for eight days on a sail boat between Lisbon and the
West Indies, drinking coffee on a deck chair in the shade, working
while dolphins jump around the merry ship!
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RÉSUMÉS

English
In “Thinking in SF Mode” (2021), Isabelle Stengers distin guishes between
philo soph ical thought exper i ments (such as Maxwell’s demon [1867] or
Searle’s Chinese room) and the ability of spec u lative fiction to test
hypo thes izes in fully developed story worlds, arguing for the heur istic power
of fictional density and immer sion. We push this hypo thesis further by
examining what embodied reading brings to the polit ical and ecolo gical
explor a tion of terra forming (geoen gin eering) in Kim Stanley Robinson’s
Mars Trilogy (1992–1996).

Français
Cet article cherche à élucider la manière dont The Ministry for
the Future (2020), le plus récent roman de l’écri vain améri cain de
science‐fiction Kim Stanley Robinson, répond à l’exigence formulée par ce
que Bruno Latour nomme le « nouveau régime clima tique » : comment
raconter des histoires où s’invitent des entités géophy siques, des
insti tu tions, des actants indi vi duels et collec tifs agis sant à l’échelle
plané taire ? Quelles tech niques Robinson mobi lise‐t‐il pour faire « face à
Gaïa » ? Peut‐on consi dérer la fiction spécu la tive comme une forme de
réalisme adaptée aux enjeux écolo giques auxquels les terriens sont
confrontés ?
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What the concept of the real is and whether it should or should not
be equated to that of reality, partic u larly in rela tion to fiction, is at
the root of a debate among both philo sophers and critics. The
multi pli city of inter pret a tions of the concepts offers the reader the
oppor tunity to constantly reevaluate their signi fic ance within the
reading exper i ence of contem porary exper i mental Amer ican fiction.
Be it under stood as a notion neigh boring that of reality, or as
refer ring to a widely different space than that of what is commonly
called “real”, the real as encountered in the three short stories under
study sets off a specific reading exper i ence that calls upon the reader
to actively parti cipate in the elab or a tion of their contents through a
process of re- mediation that doubles the initial medi ation they
operate when reading the text.
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Ques tioning the real and its repres ent a tions has been a crucial
component of literary recep tion since the birth of Amer ican fiction
but has become even more of a key element in the past fifty years,
with the emer gence of texts using modes of exper i menting with
narrat ives that test the bound aries between fiction and reality.
Robert Coover’s “The Babysitter” (1969), Ben Marcus’s “Cold Little
Bird” (2018) and Brian Evenson’s “Born Still born” (2019) all belong to
that category. They all integ rate metafic tional aspects 1 that produce
forms of “uncer tainty”, a term used by Patricia Waugh in Metafic tion:
The Theory and Prac tice of Self- Conscious Fiction. Indeed, Coover’s
“The Babysitter” is a hectic but controlled explor a tion of different
storylines, most of which are mutu ally exclusive, following the arrival
of a teenage babysitter at the Tuckers’ house to take care of their
three chil dren. Marcus’s “Cold Little Bird” features a young father
completely baffled by his ten- year-old son’s admis sion that he doesn’t
love his parents. The father tries to make sense of this seem ingly
ludicrous situ ation, offering the reader a piece of short fiction that
ques tions the direc tion taken by an appar ently unre mark able
narrative when the char ac ters are confronted with an unex pected
burst of absurdity. Finally, Evenson’s “Born Still born” presents a
prot ag onist who has altern ating conver sa tions with his ther apist and
the latter’s double, an elusive and mildly threat ening figure that
appears only at night, leaving the reader to wonder about the
reli ab ility of the narrative they are reading. The uncer tainty that
arises from these narrat ives both inscribes them in the Amer ican
tradi tion of unset tling fiction that chal lenges the reader’s perspective
and in a move ment of authors exper i menting with what the real is
and how its repres ent a tions of reality may be ques tioned
and renewed.

2

In many seminal texts from the still relat ively young Amer ican
liter ature—compared to European and non‐English speaking
corpuses—the reader has been regu larly chal lenged in their
concep tion and under standing of what is real. Reality may be
distorted in fiction through the way it is (re)presented. Examples of
this abound, dating as far as Charles Brockden Brown’s Wieland (1798)
and its prot ag onist Clara’s confu sion facing the so‐called divine
voices heard by her murderous brother—which turned out to be the
creation of a vent ri lo quist trick ster, Carwin. Often this ques tioning

3
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stemmed from literary devices that astute readers are now very
aware of, such as unre li able narrators—whose very unre li ab ility is
some times unbe knownst to them—who may be found in long and
short fiction from Edgar Allan Poe to Chuck Palahniuk. The
prolif er a tion of such narrators throughout centuries of Amer ican
fiction however calls their effect ive ness into ques tion for
modern readers.

If such devices are still effi ciently used today, including by the
authors whose short stories are the focus of the present reflec tion,
they are just one facet of the reader’s complic ated rela tion ship with
the real in 20th and 21st century exper i mental Amer ican fiction.
Rather than prompting the reader to figure out what is and isn’t real,
the short stories under study invite them to ques tion their
rela tion ship to reality both in the context of fiction and more
gener ally in the concrete world. The concepts of fiction and reality
and the dicho tomy they seem to estab lish are central to the
explor a tion of the reader’s rela tion ship with the text and to the
defin i tion of the real as it appears in liter ature. The real is a complex
notion whose meaning has been the object of contro ver sies among
philo sophers. Some even merge it with that of reality while others
clearly separate the terms. The explor a tion of the real requires a
strict analysis of the way “some thing invented by the imagin a tion or
feigned” is set to interact with “the true situ ation that exists”. 2 This is
partic u larly true in Coover’s, Marcus’s and Evenson’s short stories
since these authors resol utely tend to play with the confront a tion of
the concepts of fiction and reality, both liter ally and metaphorically.

4

These authors and their contem por aries, owing to the followers of
Lyotard’s post mod ernism and its evac u ation of the grand narrat ives
of the past which ques tioned the nature of fiction and the relev ance
of tradi tional forms, have had the oppor tunity to free them selves
from the shackles of struc ture in the wake of modernist writers. They
have also worked toward blur ring the bound aries between fiction and
reality as much as possible. According to Phil ippe Forest in his article
“L’autofic tion”, a striking example of this type of literary prac tice is
what he defines as “a fiction of strictly true events”, 3 that is to say
autofic tion, a genre invented by Serge Doubrovsky in 1977.

5
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However, going a step further, “post- postmodernist” writers, to
borrow the term used by Mary K. Holland in her book
Succeeding Postmodernism, 4 resort to struc tural and narrative
devices while acknow ledging that their reader is aware of them. They
play on this aware ness, coup ling it with a return to more classic
forms of fiction which have been cease lessly chal lenged by
post mod ern ists, partic u larly in the short story form. Coover, Evenson
and Marcus’s fictions testify to their author’s versatile work with
different formats and metafic tional prac tices, thus creating fiction
that, at times, mimics tradi tional patterns and blue prints to better
rein vent the reader’s rela tion ship to linearity. For example, Coover’s
“The Brother” from Prick songs and Descants (1969) is a one sentence
story begin ning and ending in medias res; Evenson’s stories in
Altmann’s Tongue (1994) and Contagion (2000) tire lessly bend the
limits of the English language; finally, Marcus chal lenges the post- 
apocalyptic narrative in his novel The Flame Alphabet (2012), a worthy
descendant of Cormac McCarthy’s Blood Meridian (1985). These
stories all disquiet the reader, making them ques tion their
rela tion ship to a (poten tially future) disturbing reality. They use
devices of dereal iz a tion that shake the bound aries of genre, form and
language, thus driving the reader to a stronger and deeper
involve ment in their reading exper i ence. However, the primary
concern of these stories is not strictly their rela tion ship to reality, 5

and the suspen sion of disbe lief is only moment arily achieved for the
reader due to the some what extreme aspects donned by elements of
these pieces of fiction, be they post‐apoca lyptic disasters or
cata strophes of biblical propor tions. On the contrary, they seem to
focus, among other things, on the mater i ality of language that
emerges from these extremely unusual situations.

6

The stories under study in this article are crafted so that the reader is
purpose fully put in a familiar though dereal ized territory pervaded by
an unset tling and poten tially terri fying sensa tion of disrup tion what
is considered as real. This is obvi ously not a new prac tice, Freud’s
uncanny having accom panied the birth of Amer ican liter ature before
the latter even carried that name. However, I will argue that the
familiar space—in all of its signi fic ances—as it is used and described
in these stories, acts as a cata lyst of the reader’s specific involve ment
in the reading process and of their exper i ence of the real in fiction,

7
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the two being inex tric ably linked. Indeed, Robert Coover’s “The
Babysitter” and Ben Marcus’s “Cold Little Bird” are both set in
nondes cript Amer ican homes and involve the most common of all
groups of char ac ters: a family. The addi tions to that cast of regu lars
vary from one short story to the next as the unfa miliar creeps in.
Brian Evenson’s “Born Still born” features a lone prot ag onist
seem ingly imprisoned in a world that seems bare insomuch as it is
completely dema ter i al ized because of the absence of descrip tion
from the narrator. In all three stories, the initial lack of indi vidu al izing
details about the char acter and the setting, by making them
simul tan eously recog niz able and nondes cript, creates a
meta phor ic ally blank canvas onto which the reader may project their
inter pret a tion of the story. The apparent “normality” 6 of the
envir on ment, this quasi- neutrality that is echoed in the writing and
the detach ment of the narrative voice, contribute to the condi tions of
emer gence of the real in fiction, thus making the bound aries that had
initially been set between the two vibrate. I would like to show that
what takes place in these stories requires a form of inter ven tion by
the reader. Indeed, what they encounter in these pieces of fiction,
both form ally and them at ic ally, is simul tan eously stem ming from the
real and calling upon it. Thus, the first part of this analysis will
high light the condi tions of the reader’s encounter with reality in the
three short stories under study, leading to the emer gence of the
some times elusive notion of “the real”. The second part will refine the
termin o logy, notably by elab or ating on Clément Rosset’s and Phil ippe
Forest’s diver ging theories of the real and reality in regard to
liter ature and philo sophy. The third part will focus on the reader’s
active role when confronted with the real. Indeed, the reader seems
to be called upon to handle the text in a process which is second to
the reading exper i ence, or an exten sion of it. I would like to argue
that this process is an act of medi ation, readers being invited to
actively inter pret the text and to elab orate on the (absence of)
meaning with which they are faced.

Encounter
Making the emer gence of the real possible in uncon ven tional places
has become the specialty of these authors. Exper i mental prac tices
often include fiction al ized versions of reality, as demon strated by

8
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Brian Evenson both in his autofic tional writ ings (Reports, 2018) and in
his short stories using and trans forming histor ical figures in fictional
storylines: for instance Altmann’s Tongue (1994) and The Din of
Celes tial Birds (1997) both feature fiction al ized versions of Altmann,
the name borrowed by the Nazi “Butcher of Lyon”, Klaus Barbie.
Despite subscribing to post mod ernist aesthetics advoc ating for a
shat tering of them atic and formal conven tions, some of Coover’s,
Evenson’s and Marcus’s work may be considered as inching toward
“post- postmodernism”, that Mary K. Holland describes in
Succeeding Postmodernism as coming back to more tradi tional forms
of fiction. According to her, “post- postmodernist” writers have been
keen on exploring the fictional oppor tun ities offered by the world
they share with their readers through more conven tional forms than
their post modern elders. This is accom panied by a “vehe ment
demand to be read and under stood differ ently” (Holland 1) and a shift
“toward the real, the thing, and pres ence, and away from the sign,
word, and absence upon which earlier post modern fiction fixated” (7).
In this regard, Coover, Evenson and Marcus may be considered as
hybrid writers, navig ating a large part of the formal spectrum 7

evoked by Holland. Indeed, if the post- structural approach is still fit
to analyze their respective works, espe cially in terms of
Holland’s “absence”, 8 the short stories which are the focus of this
article lend them selves to a study that takes into account their
concern with “pres ence” and “the real”. What is the babysitter if not
omni present in Coover’s eponymous story? And what about the
father’s obses sion with his son’s beha vior in Marcus’s “Cold Little
Bird”, easily brushed away by Rachel—the level- headed mother—but
continu ally rehashed by Martin? What, then, of the “still born” twin
from Evenson’s story, that is, precisely, still born, born without cease,
infin itely re‐actu al ized in the daily and nightly therapy sessions the
prot ag onist goes through? In all three stories the real peers through a
breach opened by an absence, thus demon strating the shift in focus
oper ated by the authors and by the reader as well. Indeed, the reader
is instru mental to their own encounter of the real; their reac tion, be
it affective 9 or intel lec tual, shapes the product of their reading
exper i ence in the sense that throughout these stories they are
cease lessly invited not just to under stand or to inter pret what they
are reading, but to choose which story—or stories—they are reading.
Is Coover’s babysitter the prot ag onist or the antag onist? Is she even
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real? What about the string of male char ac ters who come and go in
the story, altern at ively and some times exclus ively intro duced as
powerful and power less, prompting the reader to reflect on the
status of domin ance through sexual viol ence in Amer ican society?
Whose mind do their misdeeds and twisted fantasies popu late: the
father’s? the boyfriend’s? none of the above? Just like in Coover’s
rewrit ings of fairy tales, 10 this piece of fiction chal lenges the reader
to determine, however fleet ingly, how the story begins, unfolds and
ends, since the narrator refuses to deliver those pieces of inform a tion
to them. The real thus emerges every time the reader makes one of
the tenfold choices presented to them by the narration.

The choice of these three specific short stories stems from both the
formal, them atic and inter pret ative simil ar ities they share and the
different ways in which they lead the reader to an explor a tion of the
rela tion ship between reality and fiction by featuring micro-  or
macro- disruptions that encourage them to reflect on the
confront a tion of reality and fiction through the prism of their own
reading exper i ence. Even though Robert Coover’s “The Babysitter”
opens on a quite tradi tional scene in what seems to be a
common place Amer ican home sparsely described by a third- person
extra die getic narrator, things go wrong quite fast, both in the plot
and in the forms of the story. A babysitter arrives in the suburban
house of the Tucker family to take care of their baby and two young
chil dren. From then on, several scen arios play out that the narrator
presents “as if they were reality” even though “many are mutu ally
exclusive” (91) as Brian Evenson points out in his monography
Under standing Robert Coover. Evenson thus offers the following
chro no logy for the events taking place in the story:

9

In the first twenty minutes or so, the babysitter shows up and the
Tuckers leave for the party, the babysitter feeds the chil dren, her
friends Mark and Jack awkwardly contem plate rape as they play
pinball, and the chil dren wrestle with the babysitter. In the next hour,
the chil dren make up reasons why they should not have to go to bed,
Mr. Tucker imagines himself making love to the babysitter,
Mrs. Tucker is not certain that she trusts the babysitter, the
babysitter refuses to let Jack and Mark come over after telling them
they can, Jack and Mark rape the babysitter, Jack saves the babysitter
from being raped by Mark, Mr. Tucker fantas izes about sedu cing the

10
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babysitter, the babysitter fails to get Jimmy Tucker to take a bath but
allows him to wash her back while she bathes, Jack and Mark call the
babysitter on the phone and watch through a window as she gets in
and out of a tub. Mr. Tucker catches Jack making love to the
babysitter then rapes her himself, catches the boys raping the
babysitter outside, sends Jack home without any clothing, sings
“I dream of Jeannie with the light brown pubic hair”. From nine to ten,
most of what has happened before all happens again, with new
vari ations, the chro no logy confusing itself and events seeming to
occur out of place. The party the Tuckers are attending becomes an
attempt to get Mrs. Dolly Tucker back into her girdle by greasing her
with butter. The babysitter drowns and suffoc ates the baby. Jack and
Mark drown the babysitter. The babysitter does the dishes and falls
asleep (92–93).

In this short story the babysitter goes from victim to perpet rator, the
storylines being placed on top of each other and disrupting the
reader’s attempt at making sense of the story. As Evenson puts it,
here Coover displays his interest in the “gap between the real events
and how those events are inter preted” (10) by “present[ing] readers
with what appears to be a relat ively stable, solid reality and then a
few sentences or a few pages later tak[ing] it apart, call[ing] it into
ques tion, modif[ying] it. What may seem to be a reality at one
moment may be revealed later as some thing imagined or
misin ter preted” (41).

11

This latter comment on Brian Evenson’s part applies to many of his
own short stories, partic u larly “Born Still born” published fifty years
after Coover’s “The Babysitter”. Here, however, the reader’s
unset tle ment is instant an eous, as in the very first sentence the
third‐person narrator states:

12

Haupt’s ther apist had started coming to him at night as well, and
even though Haupt knew, or at least suspected, that the man wasn’t
really there, wasn’t really standing beside his bed, with pencil in
hand, listening to him and writing notes on the wall about what he
said, he seemed real. (3)

With such an opening to the piece, the rela tion ship of the reader to
what is “real” within the story is success ively upset and restored.



Représentations dans le monde anglophone, 25 | 2022

They are made to under stand that some aspects will seem
unbe liev able—namely Haupt having conver sa tions with a night time
version of his ther apist who looks “identical” (4) to what he calls the
daytime version—, but which are simul tan eously explained away and
left to the reader’s inter pret a tion—Haupt is mad, clair voyant or has
been tempor arily deluded. By thus seem ingly defusing the reader’s
ques tioning on this odd nightly appar i tion, Evenson offers them a
way to reflect on the effect of misin ter pret a tion and their own
imagin a tion within their reading exper i ence. The end of this opening
para graph rein forces this inter pret a tion: “Their night time sessions
felt, when he was honest with himself, just as real as his daytime
sessions felt. Maybe even more real” (3). Thus, what might have been
inter preted as an initial rejec tion of reality for the dura tion of the
story in the first sentence may be analyzed as a way to encourage the
reader to ques tion what seems real rather than what doesn’t. During
one of their sessions, it is revealed that the day ther apist had a twin
who was, in his own words, “born still born” (4) a phrase which
confuses and fascin ates Haupt. The altern ating day and night
sessions portray the prot ag onist as a man prone to asso ci ation of
ideas and a worrying distrust of the world around him: “But what,
wondered Haupt, was the whole world? What did that even mean? If
you were to draw a circle that contained the world, what else would
belong within that circle? And where would you even draw it?” (7). On
the next page, Haupt’s rela tion ship to the world—and by exten sion to
reality—appears even more tenuous: “The world is a strange place,
thought Haupt, alone in the dark, almost unbear ably so. And yet, it is
the only place I have. And I’m not even entirely sure I have it” (8). In a
game of mirrors and endless reflec tions that proves to be a multi- 
layered explor a tion of the work ings of the psycho ana lytic process,
the reader’s percep tion of reality as it is repres ented in the text is
cease lessly chal lenged along side Haupt’s. The violent climax of the
short story, in which the prot ag onist attacks the night ther apist who
at once bleeds and seems unscathed, purpose fully fails to solve the
issue, even though some scattered clues suggest that the whole
ordeal might have origin ated from Haupt’s sick mind. 11

The grue some aspects of the two afore men tioned stories which fuel
the reader’s ques tioning of their rela tion ship to reality are not to be
found in the third piece of the corpus, Ben Marcus’s “Cold Little Bird”,

13
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published the year after Evenson’s story. However, it shares with
them an attach ment to the explor a tion of the (psycho lo gic ally) violent
irrup tion of the unbe liev able, of the surrepti tiously appalling within a
tradi tional struc ture, in the present case what might be considered as
a 21st century version of Coover’s Tucker family:

It started with bedtime. A cold ness. A formality.  
Martin and Rachel tucked the boy in, as was their habit, then stooped
to kiss him good night. 
“Please don’t do that”, he said, turning to face the wall. […] 
“We love you so much. You know?” Martin said. “So we like to show
it. It feels good.” 
“No, not to me. I don’t feel that way.” 
“What way? What do you mean?” […] 
“I don’t love you”, Jonah said. (3–4)

The third- person narrator adopts the point of view of a distraught
father, Martin, who cease lessly looks for explan a tions and, hope fully,
a remedy to the unnerving beha vior of his ten- year-old child. What
troubles Martin is Jonah’s ability to express himself with devast ating
honesty on his lack of love for his parents, as well as his attempt to
placate the puzzled adults by pretending that he lied before and that
he actu ally loves them:

“I know he can pretend.” Martin says, “But this seems different.
I mean, to have to pretend that he’s happy to see us. First of all, what
the fuck is he so upset about? And, second, it just seems so kind of…
grown‐up. In the worst possible way. A fake smile. It’s a tool one uses
with strangers.” (5)

As the story progresses, Martin becomes more and more frus trated,
trying to ration alize Jonah’s beha vior to no avail, to the point of
adopting an irra tional beha vior himself, putting his already fragile
marriage in jeop ardy. He even starts to ques tion, meta phys ic ally
rather than liter ally, the reality of his son when he starts hugging him
without Jonah moving an inch:

14

Jonah gave nothing back. He went limp, and the hug didn’t work the
way Martin had hoped. You couldn’t do it alone. The person being
hugged had to do some thing, to be some thing. The person being
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hugged had to fucking exist. And whoever this was, whoever he was
holding, felt like nothing. (10)

However, Jonah’s exist ence and real istic albeit extreme portrayal
cannot but strike the reader. As the child puts it on the next page, he
is merely asking for his parents to stop touching him, a request he
feels entitled to make—some thing Martin reluct antly agrees to when
Jonah threatens to report his parents to the school for “touching
[him] when [he doesn’t] want to” (12). Things go awry when Jonah is
caught reading an anti semitic conspiracy book about 9/11 and
prompts his father to reevaluate his own Jewish ness. The ending
doesn’t solve anything, leaving Martin’s life irre vers ibly altered by his
son’s mature, ironic and distant atti tude. What is revealed to the
reader throughout the story is Martin’s ever‐growing anger toward
his child, a concrete reality that is meant to replace his constant
wondering: “He’s not sick, he’s just an asshole” (23). In this short story,
just like in Coover’s and Evenson’s, the reader is discon certed by the
distinct possib ility that the outrageous already lives within reality,
and that the latter might give birth to the former at any given
moment without warning. The specificities of Martin’s life, his
friend less ness, his poorly veiled resent ment toward his wife and his
general dissat is fac tion with his exist ence represent tears that were
made long ago in the fabric of his reality that is slowing wearing itself
out. The sudden announce ment of Jonah’s indif fer ence is just the last
snip of the scis sors that unravels it all. The exper i ence offered to the
reader in this short story is just as disturbing as in Coover’s and
Evenson’s pieces in the sense that in each narrative the polished
surface of reality is shaken to lead them to reas sess their sense of the
real in its rela tion ship to fiction.

15

The real, fiction, reality
Philo sophers Phil ippe Forest and Clément Rosset’s some times
diver ging theories of the real in its rela tion to fiction, and of the
distinc tion that exists between the real and reality allow us to better
under stand the realm and fictional implic a tions of this central
concept. Both give different mean ings to these notions, with
consequences on our under standing of them and the way we may be
able to handle them. In an inter view with Laurent Zimmerman,

16
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Phil ippe Forest explains the differ ence he makes between the real
and reality: “In some way, every story—even lived—is invented as soon
as it is told. What matters, is that it leads to this remote place where
the author and the reader exper i ence the impossible together.” 12

Like Jacques Lacan before him, Phil ippe Forest thus asso ci ates the
real to the concept of the “impossible”, theor ized by Georges Bataille
in his writ ings as a negative space, a mirrored image of reality, the
place where one exper i ences the exist ence of a remainder which
escapes it (Roman 49). This defin i tion of the real/impossible may lead
to the assump tion that the real emerges from rifts in the text that call
on the reader to be filled, and that it consti tutes an over‐presence
that might however not be readily recog niz able. For Forest, fiction is
substi tuted to reality—supposing such a thing, that he defines below
as “an objective state of the world”, exists—to give us access to the
real, without us ever being able to reach it:

If the novel forgets that the real is the impossible, it falls victim to
the trap of mimesis, supposing an objective state of the world exists
(a “reality”) that it needs only to copy, to mimic, to reflect while the
“real” is precisely what repres ent a tion, language, fiction come close
to only to discover it is the place of a fault, of an absence, of a tear
which arouses them but that they cannot report. (54)

Forest thus asso ci ates fictional creation, 13 and the reader’s
exper i ence of it, with the real. The fictional story is not a
repres ent a tion of the real—such a repres ent a tion is considered as
impossible—, but instead creates this “negative space” in which the
real may emerge (59). Setting reality aside as a form of simu lacrum,
already a fictional construc tion (34), Forest paves the way for the
exper i ment a tions and exper i ences offered by 20th and 21st century
exper i mental Amer ican liter ature. He describes the “novel” as the
place of the only possible exper i ence of the real (the impossible) (19).
He sees this exper i ence as a “confront a tion” with the dimen sion of
the real, both for the author and the reader, and thus the “novel”, as
Forest theor izes it, may exist only in the way that it “answers the
astounding call of the real” (29). This last phrase echoes the reader’s
exper i ence of the stories studied here: they are thrown off balance
not by the breaches in the realism of the pieces, but by the irrup tion
of the real and its spreading throughout the rifts in the text—whether
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they were created by the afore men tioned breaches in realism or by
faults emer ging in the diegesis or in language.

Forms of exper i mental writing have long enter tained a special
rela tion ship with the real and have also been known to chal lenge the
reader’s rela tion ship to reality by effect ively chal len ging them to
navigate the afore men tioned rifts in the text. Robert Coover’s
“The Babysitter” relies on the narrator following different,
non‐hier arch ized storylines to give a scattered but nonethe less
narrat ively sound retelling of that night gone awry. By using a
whole some Amer ican setting—a babysitter is hired to take care of
Jimmy, Bitsy and baby Tucker, the young chil dren of Dolly and Harry
Tucker, a couple living in a two‐story house in suburban America
gone to a little gath ering at a certain Mark’s home—Coover
chal lenges the reader’s rela tion ship to a reality that has already
become fiction, the simu lacrum of all simu lacra, to refer to Forest’s
afore men tioned under standing of reality. The meta phor ic ally
Rock wellian nature of the setting chosen by Coover is in itself, in all
its literary quaint ness, a first chal lenge offered to the reader on the
nature of their rela tion ship to reality. It is only because the reader
recog nizes the envir on ment and iden ti fies it as a reflec tion or
repres ent a tion of a version of the whole some Amer ican exper i ence
that the them atic and formal turn taken by the short story has a
specific effect on them. This stereo typ ic ally frozen America is also
signi fied by the descrip tion of the TV broad casting of a western in
the back ground of the night’s events (211). The constant rewriting of
the piece as well as the horrific events described—namely the rape of
the prot ag onist, as well as a few horrific deaths—contribute to the
reader’s ques tioning how they under stand the concept of reality.
They lead them to recog nize it as an arti fi cial construct which
emerges here as the poor parent of the real.

17

Contrary to Phil ippe Forest, philo sopher Clément Rosset doesn’t
make such a distinc tion between the real and reality: he uses both
terms indis crim in ately. In Le Réel. Traité de l’idiotie, he warns his
reader against the pitfalls created by the use of the term “real”:

18

There fore, the word “real” is confusing as long as one doesn’t clearly
distin guish between the words and phrases of pure repres ent a tion
and the same words or phrases which only refer to an external
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reality; between the real things, that is to say everything
indif fer ently, and what is real in things […]. There are real things
which don’t contain or signal a single reality. (143) 14

Rosset thus encour ages his reader to exper i ence the real insofar as it
“contain[s]” and “signal[s]” some thing outside of itself. According to
Rosset, glimpsing the real is made possible by a lack of preci sion in
descrip tion, making a sparse repres ent a tion the key to its
pres ence (151). In Evenson’s “Born Still born”, the descrip tion of the
prot ag onist’s envir on ment is reduced to “a wall” (3, 4, 5) on which he
writes, “[the ther apist’s] office” furnished with “chairs arranged as if
for a staring contest” (5), his “bed” brought closer to a “window”
through which a “street lamp” glows (5), and finally a “door” (9). What
tran spires from these settings, as well as from the char ac ters who
inhabit them, is a form of inde term inacy. Thus, in all three stories, the
women, men and chil dren seem to be arche types whose specificities
remain blurry.

Accom pa nying Rosset’s analysis of the concept of the real is that of
“illu sion” which he calls a “useless percep tion” (Double 11) that
“shel ters” conscious ness from any “unwanted sight” (8). The
“Illu sioned” either can’t perceive the real or perceives it incor rectly
because they’re solely focused on the fantasies of their imagin a tion
and their desire (11). The real is present within the illu sion but is
somehow bypassed by the Illu sioned. It would be easy to estab lish a
nomen clature where the real corres ponds to reality and the illu sion
to fiction, however, it does not seem to have been Rosset’s intent.
Indeed, the illu sion corres ponds to a refusal of acknow ledging the
reality of the real, not because the Illu sioned refuses to exper i ence
the real—they do, whether they want to or not—but because they
refuse to see it unfurling in front of their eyes.

19

The real thus unfolds in fiction as well as outside of it. However, as
Rosset demon strates in Le Réel. Traité de l’idiotie (67), some types of
fiction, partic u larly exper i mental, may be considered as illus tra tions
of the illu sionism of meaning. This prac tice occurs when language is
used in a way that heavily and often irre medi ably shifts the
rela tion ship between signi fied and signi fiers. He gives the example of
Georges Bataille’s Story of the Eye (1928) whose “metonym ical shifts”

20
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create a linguistic erot ic ally charged rela tion ship between the subject
and the object of desire (Rosset, Idiotie 67–68).

Even though some pieces by Coover, Marcus and Evenson may
illus trate this illu sionist prac tice of language and exper i ment a tion on
arti fi ci ality, the focus of this article is on elements of short fiction
that demon strate an even more tenuous rela tion ship with the real
than that the exper i mental illu sionist prac tice allows. Indeed, the
return to more tradi tional forms of narrative, exper i mented by all
three authors, favors the reader’s encounter with the real. Indeed, in
Succeeding Postmodernism, Mary K. Holland links her theory of
“post‐post modern” liter ature to a return to the real, seem ingly
asso ci ating it to the earlier- mentioned “thing ness” (141):
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liter ature of the twenty- first century seeks to salvage much- missed
portions of humanism, such as affect, meaning and invest ment in the
real world and rela tion ships between people, while holding on to
post modern and post struc tural ideas about how language and
repres ent a tion func tion and char ac terize our human exper i ences of
this world. (8)

This analysis is partic u larly true of short stories. Indeed, short fiction,
while being a rather pliable form, allows writers to explore the
intric a cies of human rela tion ships and psyches in a setting that is
instantly recog niz able by the reader. Thus, a suburban family home, a
town hospital or a nondes cript city office are the typical
envir on ments where these exper i mental authors’ stories are set.
These places func tion as the priv ileged envir on ments where the
author may exper i ment with storylines and situ ations that mirror this
super fi cial ordin ar i ness, while giving the reader access to the added
value of comment. This is the case, for example, when Marcus’s
narrator mentions typical parental beha vior. It might almost be
considered as a meta tex tual comment, as it resembles a reflec tion on
the apparent mundane ness of the char ac ters of the parent in a
seem ingly gener al izing paragraph:

22

This happened. Kids tested their attach ments. They tried to push you
away to see just how much it would take to really lose you. As a
parent, you took the blow, even sharpened the knife your self before
handing it to the little fiends, who stepped right up and plunged. (4)
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Here, the gener al iz a tion func tions as an exten sion of the almost
blank ness of the setting. It leaves space for the reader to inter vene by
attrib uting mean ings to the narrator’s comments well beyond the
situ ation described, thus gener ating multiple layers of meaning from
just Jonah’s initial refusal of a kiss from his father.

The fact that the places often escape descrip tion and are reduced to
their bare specifics, leads to a diffi cult spatial iz a tion for the reader.
This lack of detail is easily justi fied by the short form: the descrip tion
might impede the effi ciency of the text—in other words the strength
of its effect on the reader—precisely because the accuracy of the
setting is not the main focus of the story. However, this argu ment has
already proven to be moot by quite striking examples of short fiction
that have managed to convey the depth and specificities of their
settings and char ac ters in a limited number of words. The
detach ment in the prose and the lack of details given to the reader in
exper i mental contem porary Amer ican short fiction might at first
glance be considered as keeping them at a safe distance from the
story and limiting their inter ven tion. Notwith standing, I would like to
argue that, on the contrary, the inde term in a tion to be found in the
stories under study calls upon the reader to play an even more
crucial part in the elab or a tion of the meaning of the text.

23

The increase of the reader’s role in their recep tion of fiction is
poten ti ated by a literary prac tice that doesn’t just take the real into
account but puts its ambi guity and its “impossibility” 15 at the center
of the textual exper i ence. The real, while being absorbed by the story,
seeps through the rifts in the text only seem ingly covered by an
over‐presence that is not merely an omni pres ence of matter, but an
accu mu la tion of it—be it textual, formal, signi ficant; the tightly- 
woven fabric of the text does not create a barrier between the reader
and the real: on the contrary, it encour ages the emer gence of the
latter through an active entice ment of the former in the form of an
accu mu la tion of words, details and storylines. Thus, the reader does
not just encounter the real in a fictional context; they exper i ence the
real in all its complexity, both form ally and them at ic ally. They are not
as much confronted to the real as they are invited to exper i ence its
protean wealth.

24
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The short stories under analysis were chosen specific ally because
they could initially be construed as more tradi tional pieces than the
form ally exper i mental works of their authors, albeit in different ways.
They all feature third- person extra die getic narrators and use a classic
blend of narra tion and dialogue separ ated in short sections of only a
few para graphs. They all present their initial setup as real or rather
real istic, offering a portrayal of situ ations that will seem familiar to
the reader of the contem porary Amer ican corpus in a detached,
some times almost clin ical manner, and thus bypass the pitfalls of the
illu sionist prac tice of language Rosset warns us against.

25

In Le Réel. Traité de l’idiotie, Clément Rosset considers two possible
encoun ters with the real in the form of a “contact”:

26

[…] the rugged contact, which stumbles into things and doesn’t get
anything from them beyond the feeling of their quiet pres ence, and
the smooth, polished, mirrored contact which replaces the pres ence
of things by their appar i tion into images. The rugged contact is
without a double; the smooth contact only exists with the addi tion of
the double. (51–52)

Coover’s, Evenson’s and Marcus’s works testify to this dual poten tial
access to the real: their ability to wield language, form and narrat ives
that enter tain an ambi valent—and some times ambiguous—
rela tion ship with post mod ernism and “post- postmodernism” gives
their reader multiple access points to an exper i ence of the real.
However, what is at the center of Rosset’s analysis here is what he
calls the “idiocy” of things as opposed to images: while the latter
“perspire and radiate meaning”, things don’t do anything, they just
are (52). This theory echoes the modi fied posi tion of the reader in the
recep tion process in (ultra- )contem porary Amer ican liter ature. The
addi tion of the double to the reader’s contact with the text, and
ulti mately with the real, by author izing the emer gence of the added
value of meaning, puts them in a partic u larly active posi tion, thus
making a processes of re‐medi ation possible.

(Re-)mediation
20th and 21st century exper i mental Amer ican fiction calls on the
reader to act as a medi ator between the text and the world. As a

27
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result, the real that emerges from the text is medi ated by the reader
as well, seem ingly closing the gap between fiction and the world. In
his article entitled “La déliaison”, André Green argues that readers
operate connec tions in the text in order to have access to a primary
content, which had been covered by the author’s writing—considered
as a form of secondary content. This process born from Green’s
prac tice of psycho ana lysis suggests the exist ence of several layers of
content—not neces sarily of meaning, though—in what would be a
collec tion of etern ally palimpsestic texts. This new connec tion is a
form of re‐connection, a term which under lines the doub ling of the
text inherent to the process.

The func tion of the double or of the image, intro duced in the
previous section is, according to Rosset, to “side line” the
real (Idiotie 55). Thus, the reader’s experiment on the text in recep tion
should engage them in a process that would drive them away from
the real, and so post pone their experience of it. In that sense, the
reader’s exper i ence of the real would be one of defer ment close to
Derrida’s concept of “differ ance”: the access to the real is post poned
inas much as it may be grasped only through traces, remain ders left
here and there that are bound to be erased (Derrida 334). Effect ively,
Rosset uses Derrida’s concept to remind us that as long as some thing
is medi ated, the real is bound to be deferred. Consequently, the act of
reading, the reader’s intervention in the text, that is to say its
ulti mate medi ation, should inev it ably and indefi n itely put off their
exper i ence of the real.

28

I would like to argue, however, that the reader of 20th and
21st century exper i mental Amer ican fiction effect ively bypasses this
impossib ility through a secondary or doubled medi ation I chose to
call re‐medi ation of the text. Rosset does theorize a possible passage
from the pres ence of meaning in the tangible to its releg a tion to an
else where, to absence (Idiotie 70), yet it doesn’t seem to account for a
poten tial access ib ility of the real. Even so, the meaning attrib uted by
the reader to the signs found in the text—though considered by
Rosset as a way of disguising the real (78–79)—is never definite in the
context of contem porary Amer ican fiction whose exper i mental
authors produce works which are often diffi cult to circum scribe and
locate within the bound aries of a certain genre. The poten tial
multi direc tional read ings embedded in the fabric of fiction itself
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consti tute an essen tial aspect of the exper i ence of the reader.
It appears more clearly in Coover’s “The Babysitter” but is just as
important in the two other stories. For instance, in Evenson’s “Born
Still born”, further confu sion is added in the narrative as the reading
progresses since the day ther apist starts to contra dict himself, first
stating that he “had a twin. He was born still born” (4) and then
reacting with surprise when Haupt mentions this supposed brother
to him later: “What twin brother? I was an only child” (7). Further
bewil der ment ensues for the reader when the narrator describes
Haupt’s eval u ation of the situ ation when confronted with his
night therapist:

The ther apist can’t possibly be there at night, Haupt thought near
dawn, finding himself alone. It doesn’t make any sense. And besides,
I didn’t give him a key. And yet the man looked exactly like his
ther apist. He spoke in a cadence exactly like his ther apist’s. If it
wasn’t his ther apist, who else could he be? (6)

The reader isn’t prompted to consider if the appar i tion is real or not,
but just how wide the spec trum of what is presented to them as real
is, and to what degree they can explore it.

Moreover, the apparent linguistic restraint exer cised by these
authors is the sign of a refusal of what Rosset calls “grandi loquent
writing”, a type of writing which tries to “talk the real” but even tu ally
just ends up “missing it” (Idiotie 101). This “verbal excess” (101) that
Rosset calls a “swelling” may also be found in the subject matter, that
then compensates in grandi loquence for the simpli city of the writing
itself (104). Here, as I have previ ously mentioned, our authors avoid
this hazard, effect ively putting the reader, then left to their own
devices, in the posi tion to build up on the surface of the text and
language. They thus keep away from the risk of an indif fer ence to the
real Rosset warns us against and that is at the center of the
mech anism of grandi loquence (121). The reader is encour aged to
discard repres ent a tion in aid of the real and to reas sess their
rela tion ship to the text, language, and more gener ally to the world
around them. Their act of re‐medi ation then reduces the gap
between the real and repres ent a tion required by the act of fictional
creation. Indeed, Rosset calls on us to seize the real through fiction,
and this by going beyond the layer of “brilliance”:
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The seizure of the real, in most cases, will be trans lated by a pure
and simple removal of the bril liance one wished to fix, to which a
setting and a false light are substi tuted: one has indeed seized
some thing, but that some thing is not at all what one planned to
seize. (150)

The role of fiction is to make the real appear to the eyes of the reader.
According to Rosset, any refusal to see or to acknow ledge the real
can lead to madness which is the only way for the self to be
“sheltered” from the real (Double 9). Rosset also warns that any
attempt of anni hil ating the real would be a form of suicide, an
oblit er a tion of reality leading always to the death of the self (8). The
situ ation of the prot ag onist in Brian Evenson’s “Born Still born” echoes
Rosset’s analysis. Haupt’s madness, implied by his fictional
elab or a tion of the unset tling nightly visits of his ther apist, may
protect him from a more direct and poten tially harmful confront a tion
to the real that only the reader can determine.

Clément Rosset addresses our need to attribute meaning to the real
and thus add value to it, as we do with all things surrounding us.
Giving the real “added value through a projec tion of imaginary
meaning” (Idiotie 40–41) is a process started both by Martin in
Marcus’s “Cold Little Bird” and by the prot ag onist of Evenson’s “Born
Still born”. Marcus’s narrator, intern ally focal ized on Martin, echoes
his worries which are the product of an added value he gives to his
son’s beha vior in order to make sense of it: “When Martin or Rachel
caught Jonah’s eye, the boy forced a smile at them. But it was so
obvi ously fake. Could a boy his age do that?” (5). The reader, in turn,
by elab or ating on the insight offered by the third- person narrators,
produces their own added value to the short stories, which
effect ively “changes” them, as Mary K. Holland suggested in
Succeeding Postmodernism. 16
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Conclu sion and perspect ives:
reading and affect
The work of these exper i mental authors suggests that the reader’s
response to the text is vital to the durab ility, or to the fulfill ment even
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of the piece of fiction, some thing that may seem self- evident, the act
of reading being neces sary for any written piece to endure. However,
in the cases here discussed the partic u larly active reading exper i ence
seems inex tric ably linked to a certain concep tion of these author’s
work in their rela tion ship to the real.

Approaching the real in 20th and 21st century short fiction requires
the reader to exper i ence the text, as Susan Sontag encour aged the
latter as well as critics to do in her essay entitled “Against
Inter pret a tion”: “The aim of all commentary on art now should be to
make works of art—and, by analogy, our own exper i ence—more,
rather than less, real to us. The func tion of criti cism should be to
show how it is what it is, even that it is what it is, rather than to show
what it means” (14). However, Clément Rosset tells us that to
approach the real one must try to catch sight of it obliquely, askew
and unin ten tion ally because its percep tion is always
fortu itous (Idiotie 152). Thus, the uncer tain and unpre dict able aspect
of the reading exper i ence is preserved. Simil arly, Jean‐Marie Schaffer
analyzes the need for the reader to subject ively simu late
iden ti fic a tion by adopting a subjective perspective—often that of the
prot ag onist—to under stand a narrative (31). I would like to propose
that this demand for a slightly oblique perspective on the real paired
with a process of iden ti fic a tion encour ages an affective reading of
the text.

33

Mary K. Holland indeed argues that “post- postmodern fiction” also
oper ates “a shift in terms of a return to affect, created by an author
for a reader” (8). The role of affect 17 in shaping the reader’s
rela tion ship to the real—and by exten sion to their own world—cannot
be denied, espe cially in this perspective offered by Holland which
suggests that such a response is, to a certain extent, tailored by the
authors for their reader. Since, according to Brian Massumi, language
inter feres with the effect of images, and thus of repres ent a tions, it
seems that the bare ness of language prac ticed by the “post- 
postmodern” authors we have mentioned, as well as others, and
which echoes Rosset’s previ ously mentioned “grandi loquent writing”,
might contribute to a poten tial affective reading exper i ence, in the
sense that it does creates a gap to be filled by the reader seem ingly
without setting a specific direc tion for their response. Thus, as
Massumi further states, affect has to do with what is encountered
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6  The quota tion marks are purposely used here to denote a fiction al ized
and very specific Western and hetero- centric form of what could be
termed “normality”.

7  The choice of the word “spec trum” denotes here the absence of
oppos i tion in Holland’s theory between post mod ernism and “post- 
postmodernism”: one is the continu ation of the other; “post- 
postmodernism” isn’t a reac tion to but rather a continu ation of
post mod ernism, and the former is composed of different shades of
the latter.

8  This subject has been studied in my Ph.D. disser ta tion; its first chapter is
dedic ated to the study of absence (M. Bougerol, The Aesthetics of Reti cence
in Brian Evenson’s work, defended at the Université de Rouen,
22 November 2018).

9  “Affective, as opposed to emotional”, according to Brian Massumi’s
distinc tion in “The Authority of Affect” (102).

10  For example, Pinoc chio in Venice (1991), which is a modern ized retelling
of the Italian tale that “becomes a complex and intriguing philo soph ical
discus sion of issues such as the nature of being, the rela tion of being to
memory, and the rela tion of one’s writing to one’s self”, to quote Brian
Evenson in Under standing Robert Coover (8).

11  Brian Evenson, “Born Still born”, 9� “Shouldn’t I have been given a
safe word? another part of [Haupt] wondered. ‘A safe word?’ said the
ther apist, though Haupt was certain he hadn’t vocal ized the thought.”

12  This distinc tion may remind one of Jean- Marie Schaeffer’s analysis of the
conver sa tional and mental narra tiv iz a tions we produce and exper i ence
will ingly or not (11).

13  The fictional creation of what he calls the “novel” but which escapes the
usual constraints tradi tion ally asso ci ated with the term. As a result, I’ll
continue to use it with quota tion marks in the context of Phil ippe Forest’s
theory of the real in liter ature. Here is what he says of the “novel” in
Le roman, le réel: “It is by ques tioning itself and the world that it asserts
itself, only accepting a defin i tion of what it is not to let itself completely
confined inside of it” (26–27). For Forest, the “novel” is “what constructs the
fiction of that fiction that is ‘reality’” (34), but also the product of “everything
the social discourse […] drops beyond the limits of where everything the
words cannot name reigns and creates this residual space one looks away
from and which sets off the fictional urge”.
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14  The trans la tions into English of Clément Rosset’s essays are mine.

15  Here the term is borrowed from Phil ippe Forest’s previ ously mentioned
defin i tion of the real as an echo to Bataille’s literary and philo soph ical work.

16  “Any other approach that aims primarily at inter pret a tion or excav a tion
of meaning actu ally changes the text” (145).

17  In “The Autonomy of Affect”, Brian Massumi defines affect and its
primacy in terms of response as: “a gap between content and effect:
it would appear that the strength or dura tion of an image’s effect is not
logic ally connected to the content in any straight for ward way” (84).

RÉSUMÉS

English
The reader of contem porary post-(post-)modern Amer ican fiction is in the
process of giving up on her impossible quest for a simple dialectic of
inform a tion, meaning and repres ent a tion. Today, the literary form,
espe cially when exper i mental, calls on its reader not just to make the
exper i ence of the real as it is medi at ized by fiction, but to take part in its
exten sion beyond the written word. Indeed, I would like to argue that in the
process of recep tion, the reader is invited to grasp the text in a way that
makes her, more than an inter preter or an analyst, a manu fac turer of sorts.
Thus, she draws from her reading exper i ence—both intel lec tual and
somes thesic, as proposed by Pierre- Louis Patoine in Corps/texte. Pour une
théorie de la lecture empath ique (Cooper, Danielewski, Frey, Palahniuk), Lyon,
ENS Éditions, 2015—a new “text” that trans lates a novel percep tion and
under standing of the real. 
Already medi ated on the page by the vanishing author, the real in
contem porary fiction thus calls for a re‐medi ation from the reader, which
might originate in some type of “reli aison”, to quote André Green’s concept
(« La déliaison », Littératures, no. 3, October 1971, 33–52). This redoubled
oper a tion, during which the reader’s rela tion ship to literary history and
philo sophy inter venes, makes her an archi tect of the product of her reading
exper i ence, namely her renewed connec tion to the real, both medi ated by
fiction and unme di ated in her own exper i ence of the world. 
A poten tially limit less mirror effect is thus created, the real being
(un)faith fully reflected in a play on repres ent a tion and reac tion. I would like
to argue that the origin of these processes is—poten tially among others—
what I chose to call “the margins of affect”, a negative place that serves as an
echo chamber for the reader’s (ap)prehen sion of the text.
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Français
Le lecteur des œuvres litté raires améri caines expé ri men tales et post-
(post-)modernes des XX  et XXI  siècles aban donne peu à peu son impos sible
quête, celle d’une dialec tique de l’infor ma tion, du sens et de la
repré sen ta tion. De nos jours, la forme litté raire, parti cu liè re ment lorsqu’elle
est expé ri men tale, invite le lecteur non seule ment à faire l’expé rience du
réel tel qu’il appa raît dans le cadre fictionnel, mais aussi à se saisir du texte
et de devenir ainsi un artisan de ce dernier. Il est alors amené à produire un
autre “texte”, issu de son expé rience de lecture — à la fois intel lec tuelle et
somes thé sique, comme le propose Pierre- Louis Patoine, mais aussi
affec tive — qui en propose une percep tion nouvelle et lui donne accès
au réel. 
Une première média tion ayant été opérée au niveau textuel par l’auteur, le
réel, dans le cadre de la fiction améri caine expé ri men tale, appelle dans un
second temps une re‐média tion de la part du lecteur, qui pour rait trouver
sa source dans une certaine “reliaison”, pour reprendre le concept d’André
Green. Cette opéra tion double, lors de laquelle la rela tion du lecteur à
l’histoire litté raire et à la philo so phie est convo quée, fait de ce dernier un
archi tecte du produit de son expé rience de lecture. Ce dernier donne lieu à
une rela tion renou velée au réel permise par l’inter ven tion de la fiction. Un
effet de miroirs poten tiel le ment illi mité est ainsi créé, le réel étant
(in)fidè le ment reflété dans un jeu infini entre repré sen ta tion et réaction.
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TEXTE

Introduction
Up to today, scholars have mainly looked at liter ature and stories
when they wanted to speak about fiction, and how fiction can
represent or mirror what we consider as real. Yet liter ature is not the
only field that allows devel oping a reflec tion about fictional elements.
Academic debates are currently exploring other kinds of mediums
and phenomena, such as movies, math em at ical axioms or games, to
get a better under standing of what fiction is and how it may be

1
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defined (Caïra 25). Video games, in partic ular, provide a new and
fascin ating perspective on fiction and its effects upon what can be
called real. 1 If video games may be designed to represent some
aspects of reality—many first- person shooter video games take place
in a histor ical setup, WWII for instance, and usually try to be as
accurate and “real istic” as possible—, they may also offer some thing
more than liter ature, or at least different from it, espe cially as the
inter active nature of video gaming is all about creating an impres sion
of immersion 2 into a fictional world. For instance, a reader cannot
interact with the char ac ters in a book, speak to them nor prevent
them from dying when they are in a bad spot. A video game player, on
the contrary, has some powers over the fictional world although
limited by the possib il ities offered by the game. This fictional world
feels more real since the player can interact with it. “Tradi tional
games” or non‐digital games, for that matter, do not often have
real istic ambi tions, but still offer a way of trans posing fictional
elements into reality. A dragon toy is not a real dragon since it is a
fictional creature, but surely can feel like a real dragon to the kid
playing with it. A simple stick can become a magic broom to a player
endowed with enough imagin a tion. In the case of video games
however, the major differ ence lies in that the player can actu ally see a
photoreal istic living dragon or ride a magic broom.

Hence, video games, espe cially in the fields of game studies and
literary theory, have been more and more analysed to ques tion the
links between fiction and reality. Schaeffer, notably, argued that
video games should be considered as proper works of fiction, since
they share some thing char ac ter istic of any type of fiction, which is
the creation of a fictional universe implying an “aesthetic attention” 3

from the player (315). According to Schaeffer, the genesis of fiction
can be found in play and role play, through what he calls “feintise
ludique” (“ludic feint”). Such mech an isms invite us to enter an
imagin ative universe (11) by “suspending reality” (176), without making
us believe that this universe is actu ally real (156). Thus the analysis of
video games should be fruitful when trying to under stand how fiction
works and how the fictional may be distin guished from the real.
Video games could offer a new and “hybrid” form of fiction, between
tradi tional games (which imply a compet itive and agon istic spirit) and
works of fiction, which according to Schaeffer are usually separated.

2
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If Schaeffer elab or ated the valu able idea according to which fictional
beha viour starts first and fore most with the act of playing, most his
work engaged with video games only and gave very little if any
atten tion to other types of games. As will be explained below, such
exclusive focus on video games shows some limit a tions so far as the
under standing of the connec tions between fiction and reality is
concerned, espe cially as it tends to contribute to the “digital fallacy”
observed in game studies, that is, to the domin ance of digital games
in this field of research (Stenros and Waern). Besides, this approach
tends to nurture the dominant yet wrong idea that only video games,
compared to more tradi tional games, truly invite us to enter a
fictional world. Yet, while a player may not feel immersed in a
fictional world when playing chess, nor would he or she, prob ably,
when playing Pac‐Man or Tetris.

3

In this paper, I argue that, on the contrary, all types of games should
be taken into account, with their specificities and differ ences, when
examining ques tions related to the duality between fiction and
reality. At least three reasons allow supporting this idea. First,
video games are not only composed of real and fictional elements, but
also involve virtual elements, which even further complicate the
onto lo gical enquiry on this topic. In fact, as explained by Aarseth,
even if video games are made of these three onto lo gical layers, “the
category of fiction is prob lem atic” (“Doors and Percep tion” 36) when
applied to video game contents. In that sense, a simu lated dragon
with which a player can interact in a video game is not real, but is not
fictional either. This dragon is simu lated, that is to say, virtual, which
makes even more diffi cult to think about the rela tion between what is
fictional and what is real. Conversely, tradi tional games allow putting
aside the ques tion of the virtual, so as to focus only on the rela tion
between reality and fiction.

4

Secondly, defining what exactly can be considered as “real” in a
video game is a hard task. A labyrinth in a video game can be virtual in
a “phys ical sense” and real in a “concep tual sense” (42). However,
asso ci ating phys ic ality with virtu ality and concep tu ality with reality
chal lenges our common concep tion of what is real. A virtual labyrinth
in a video game is obvi ously a real labyrinth, as real as a labyrinth
drawn on paper or a labyrinth made of veget a tion. Yet the
virtual/real dicho tomy complic ates the research on game ontology, 4

5
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a diffi culty that fails to come up in the study of tradi tional games.
When playing chess in the “real world”, the board and pieces are real
both in the phys ical sense and in the concep tual sense. Their
tangib ility, the fact that they can be touched or broken, is what
makes them real, at least according to the common meaning of the
term. A chess piece may represent, symbolize or stand for a fictional
entity, like a king or a queen, but a chess piece is in itself a real entity.
And although some tradi tional games do not neces sarily require
phys ical or tangible game elements—even chess can some times be
played without them—, this only implies that the digital fallacy often
leads us to build a game onto logy which does not fully account for
the diversity of games nor for how, more specific ally, each type of
game orches trates the rela tion between real and fiction.

Finally, video games differ from tradi tional games because their rules
are mandatory (nomo logic state ments), whereas the rules of the
latter are more flex ible (deontic state ments) since they are not
programmed (Leconte 16). Hence, coming back to the dragon
mentioned earlier in the docu ment, while it is possible to interact
with such fictional creature in a video game, inter active options often
remain limited by the program. In general, the player can only either
talk to him or fight against him and take his loot. On the contrary, in a
role playing game such as Dungeons & Dragons, the inter ac tions with
a fictional dragon may seem “poorer” at first glance, yet players have
usually more freedom; they can choose to fight with him, surely, but
they can also choose to be friends with him, to recruit him, to fly on
his back, among count less other options. Those choices will have
consequences on the progres sion of the game (as opposed to
role playing in a video game) and the inter ac tions with the fictional
world will only be bounded by the players’ imagination.

6

Thus, while I acknow ledge the value of looking at video games to
define fiction in an innov ative way, I however suggest here that more
tradi tional games—or non‐digital games—also involve a strong
fictional beha viour and can be seen as fictional repres ent a tions.
Although often over looked in favour of video games, tradi tional games
are worth studying insofar as they may provide prom ising
contri bu tions to the defin i tion of fiction. Moreover, we still lack more
in‐depth research on the topic to fully grasp how exactly fiction and
rules interact with one another to form a game, or in other words,

7
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how the game’s fictional world influ ences the way it is played, and
vice‐versa, outside the context of videogames.

To address this gap, I propose a different way of looking at the
onto logy of game elements, and in partic ular, at the distinc tion
between what is real and what is fictional in games. For that purpose,
I will discuss a specific type of games, one that has mainly been
neglected by game studies (Carter et al. 3–8) even though it has been
highly popular for the past thirty years: the tabletop wargames,
Warhammer’s fran chise. On the one hand, Warhammer games, and
more gener ally wargames, use real game elements (in the sense of
phys ical and tangible) such as mini atures (usually dozens of them in a
single game) and “terrain pieces” to repro duce a battle between two
or more armies. On the other hand, and this time unlike tradi tional
wargames which are usually set in a faithful historic back ground,
Warhammer games take place in fictional worlds built by an
extremely rich and abundant fantasy and science- fiction liter ature
consti tuted of hundreds of different novels, novellas, and stories. As a
consequence, the rela tion between real game elements (both in the
phys ical and concep tual sense) and fictional entities should be
studied more easily in this game, even though its specificities still
need to be thor oughly examined so as to avoid any
excessive generalization.

8

Through the case of Warhammer, I will address the following
ques tions: how can a fictional battle become a real one? What are the
mech an isms of trans la tion between the fictional universe and what is
really happening on the table? To what extent can this rela tion
between fictional and real elements in wargames be also found in
other types of games? To answer these ques tions, I will mainly build
my argu ment on Juul’s game onto logy framework. While the
liter ature on tradi tional games (Huizinga or Cail lois for instance) may
provide valu able insights into the case presented here, this
schol ar ship, for the most part, does not engage with the notions of
real, fictional and realism, so many concepts which are at the core of
my argument. Besides, the purpose of Juul’s frame work is precisely to
analyse how the emer gence of video games modi fies the classic game
model in many ways (53), thereby serving the study of some
specificities of non- traditional games such as mini ature wargames.

9
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This paper will first briefly present what wargaming is and how such
games can represent or simu late fictional events, before attempting
to char ac terize more precisely which elements can be called fictional
or real within those games, according to Juul’s lens. Lastly, I will
explain how the phys ic ality and tangib ility of game elements allow
players to feel immersed inside a fictional world and how in that
sense, those games can be described as realistic.

10

Wargames as a simu la tion of a
fictional world

A brief history of wargames

Although some wargames can now also be played on computers, 5

tabletop games remain common in the prac tices of players’
communities. For the purpose of this paper, I will only focus on such
games not only because the exper i ence is quite different, but also
because this gaming prac tice is favoured by most Warhammer
players (Carter et al. 21–23). Today, wargames are still considered as
“tradi tional games”, a relat ively vague expres sion refer ring to the fact
that they are non‐digital and follow a lasting tradi tion of military
simu la tion games. Overall, it is fair to say that many games, digital or
non‐digital, have to do with war or battle. 6 Chess or Go for instance
could be viewed as wargames to some extent, in the sense that they
simu late a military battle. However, these simu la tions are only
abstract, and even though chess stands as a direct ancestor of
wargames, I chose to follow Dunningan’s defin i tion and define
wargames by their need to offer a real istic simu la tion: “in some cases,
they are extremely real istic, real istic to the point where some of the
wargames are actu ally used for profes sional purposes (primarily the
military, but also busi ness and teaching)” (Dunningan 13). To achieve
these real istic simu la tions of a military conflict, most of wargames
use a map, terrain elements, playing pieces to represent military
units and a set of rules which indicate how the game is played and
how units should behave on the battle field. Realism, under stood here
as an attempt to “preserve the laws of nature of the real world and
describing a fictional setting in detail” (Garthoff 1), indeed consti tutes
a central feature of these simu la tions, and yet, for obvious reasons,

11
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can never be fully achieved. While wargames put a great emphasis on
realism, the play ab ility and simpli city of the game can some times be
favoured over the proper, detailed simu la tion of histor ical or fictional
settings (Schuurman 447). Moreover, wargames can be used as
commu nic a tion tools (Goria 141) and convey a specific vision, thesis
or dogma; the latter in turn may end- up produ cing a biased
repres ent a tion of reality, espe cially when those games are portraying
histor ical or military events.

If wargames can be defined as a real istic simu la tion of a military
conflict, their purpose evolved signi fic antly since their creation.
Wargame as a form of military training was born in Prussia in the end
of the 18th century and then widely adopted by officers, but the first
non- military wargaming club was not founded before 1873, with the
emer gence of the Univer sity Kriegspiel Club, at Oxford Univer sity in
England (Peterson 255). Around the same time, in 1881, the Scot tish
writer Robert Louis Stevenson started to use toy soldiers to
represent military units in a wargame. For this reason, he is now
considered as the inventor of mini ature wargaming (269), a specific
subgenre of wargames on which I will later focus my analysis. In 1913,
the English writer H. G. Wells published Little Wars, the first rule book
for mini ature wargaming. While wargaming was still mainly a tool to
train officers for real military events, the goal of Wells, who was
notorious for being paci fist, was on the contrary to channel military
impulses through play. If wargaming at the time had to be as real istic
and histor ic ally accurate as possible in order to prop erly prepare
troops for future military events, writers such as Stevenson and Wells
started to intro duce some elements of fiction al iz a tion into
wargaming. For instance, Stevenson staged the battles he played in
imaginary coun tries, while Wells also narrated the imaginary “Battle
of Hook’s Farm” in his book, as illus trated in the following excerpt:
“suddenly your author changes. He changes into what perhaps he
might have been—under different circum stances. […] Now for a while
you listen to General H. G. W., of the Blue army” (22–23). In that
sense, although their mini atures and asso ci ated rules were still
models for the military units and warfare of this times (infantry,
cavalry, artil lery for instance), wargaming, from its designers’
perspective, was no longer an attempt to simu late a histor ical battle

12
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such as those from the Napo leonic wars or the Franco- Prussian war
of 1870.

The fictional worlds of Warhammer
Almost a century later, wargaming faced a second turning point,
in 1983, when a British company named Games Work shop released a
mini ature wargame called Warhammer (also known as
Warhammer Fantasy). Up until this point, players would use almost
any model for any game. A wargame was only a set of rules, and a
player could use the same models across wargames, even though
rules could change drastic ally from one game to another. Yet, the
intro duc tion on the market of Warhammer in 1983 did not match
such playing habits as the mini atures were commer cial ised using
propri etary models. Consequently, a player had to use models
manu fac tured by Games Work shop in order to play Warhammer, and
no other company was allowed to repro duce these models without
facing a lawsuit. Further more, and more import antly for the
under standing of the specificities of this new game at the time,
Warhammer was set in a medi eval fantasy back ground. Though
inspired by obvious histor ical and cultural influ ences as relayed by
Tolkien’s books or Dungeons and Dragons for instance, Warhammer
developed a unique and original fictional world where battles could
rage between dozens of different factions. The models and units
neces sary to play the game belonged to the fictional world of
Warhammer, and depicted fictional char ac ters and armies.
Further more, Games Work shop later intro duced a new fictional
world with their new wargame called Warhammer 40,000 (in 1987) set
in a dysto pian and science- fiction back ground and using a different
game system. Warhammer 40,000 and Warhammer Fantasy (replaced
in 2015 by Warhammer Age of Sigmar) used two different game
systems and were set in two distinct fictional worlds: a player owning
an army of Space marines could not play against an army of Wood
Elves, both because of rules and from a fictional point of view,
because they did not belong to the same universe.

13

In spite of their differ ences, these two games among other things
have in common the fact that their respective settings, the history
and events happening in the fictional world and the char ac ters which

14
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shape it, are built out of a rich and vast fictional
liter ature. Warhammer 7 fiction has indeed been described in
hundreds of novels, novellas, short stories and comic books.
Since 1983, the offi cial and affil i ated publishing company of Games
Work shop, Black Library, published more than 150 novels for
Warhammer Fantasy and more than 500 novels and antho lo gies of
short stories for Warhammer 40,000. 8 Those books provide and
develop canon ical inform a tion about the geography and history of
Warhammer worlds, their soci eties and their inhab it ants’ ways of life,
or the stories of their battles, factions and heroes. When a new
mini ature or army is released for the game, new books are usually
published at the same time to explain how those new prot ag on ists
are related to the fictional world to which they belong. This means
that instead of simu lating a real and histor ical battle of our world,
Warhammer players have the oppor tunity to simu late fictional events
that happened according to the history of these fictional worlds. The
Battle of Terra, which took place in 014.M31 between the forces of
Horus and the Imperium of Man, is for instance one of the most
known event which happened in the world of Warhammer 40,000.
Thus, from the perspective of the game system of rules and how a
game is actu ally played, Warhammer games are very similar to
historic or more tradi tional mini ature wargames. However, instead of
looking at history books to compose the back ground of their battles,
Warhammer players look at works of fiction with the objective of
simu lating or repro du cing events that happened in those specific
fictional worlds.

Simu lating a fictional world
As previ ously indic ated, wargames involve real istic simu la tions, most
of the time of a military conflict. One may wonder how such real istic
simu la tions trans late to a fictional universe and what it actu ally
means to real ist ic ally simu late some thing fictional, some thing that, by
defin i tion, did not really happen. One element to answer this
ques tion lies in the fact that a real istic simu la tion does not exclude
fictional beha viour. This state ment clearly departs from what
Cail lois (41) said about fiction and the senti ment of “as if” in games,
which to him cannot coexist with rules. For instance, according to
Cail lois, chil dren could only play chess “for real”, or act “as if” they
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were playing chess, but not both. Yet, as Juul (13) pointed out, this
divi sion is “contra dicted by most modern board games and video
games”. In fact, any kind of wargame, whether set in a histor ical or
fantasy back ground, involves a fictional beha viour, in the sense that
wargames invite the players to ask them selves what would have
happened if things had not gone the way they did. According to
Schaeffer, the funda mental mech anism under lying fiction is indeed
the “ludic feint”, in which readers or players “do‐as‐if” (11) they were
immersed in a fictional universe. Following Dunningan, wargames
may even go further, in the sense that, as much as all kind of
simu la tion games, they allow players to both “exper i ence history” and
non‐histor ical events. Playing a wargame there fore not only requires
to do “as if” the rules of reality were suspended (Schaeffer 175–176) for
a moment, but also supposes to raise the “what if” ques tion: what
would be the consequences if one event occurred slightly differ ently?
This is for instance what Dunningan discusses in the following
extract as he wonders what would have happened if General Custer
had taken his Gatling guns at the battle of Little Big Horn in 1876�

This exper i ence consists of the gamer being able to massage
inform a tion in order to see what different shapes the inform a tion is
capable of taking. The essence of a simu la tion game is that it allows,
within well- defined limits, a great deal of variety in an other wise
strictly prede ter mined histor ical event. This is the popular “what if?”
element in the games.

As high lighted in the quota tion above, the essence of a simu la tion
game lies not only in the experience per se of the histor ical or
fictional events but also in the exper i ment a tion within these worlds.
This exper i ment a tion is led by the players within the bound aries of
realism, i.e. keeping some degree of accuracy and consist ency with
the sources depicting those events.

While more historically- driven wargames are exper i menting with
some thing that really happened—the battle of Little Big Horn for
instance in the above- mentioned case—, wargames like Warhammer
built on a fantasy or science- fiction world are exper i menting with
fictional events. Warhammer players are hence exper i menting within
fictional worlds; at the same time, these worlds are them selves
already an exper i ment a tion of some thing real. The fictional world of
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Warhammer 40,000, for instance, is first and fore most an answer to
the question: what if humanity lived up until the “grim and dark”
future of the 42nd millen nium and under the constant threat of
hostile aliens? This answer is detailed at length in the five hundred
or more Warhammer 40,000 novels. Yet, in spite of abundant and
consistent details across those books, this world remains fictional
and can only be imagined by reading the Warhammer liter ature. On
the other hand, playing provides a different exper i ence or feeling of
immer sion in those worlds than through reading alone. It often
“feels” more real because players are allowed to exper i ment with the
fictional content and (re)create altern ative stories, char ac ters or
events that do not origin ally belong to those fictional worlds. In the
following section, I will try to explain how Warhammer games can
provide this feeling of immer sion and show how those fictional
worlds can be repres ented on a table.

How to real ist ic ally simu late
fictional events

Rules as an immersive tool into a
fictional world

I previ ously argued that Warhammer games are both a way to
exper i ence (the process of living through an event) and a way to
exper i ment (the process of trying new ways of doing some thing) with
fiction. If fictions “differ in the way in which they allow accessing the
universe, and in that sense by the aspectu ality of the repres ented
universe” (Schaeffer 243), Warhammer games thus 1) differ from
tradi tional wargames in the sense that they simu late and exper i ment
with a fictional world and 2) do not operate a move ment from
some thing real to some thing fictional (as liter ature would for
instance), but from some thing fictional (the canon ical story of
Warhammer universes) to some thing real (the game elements on the
table). In the case of Warhammer, the realism of the simu la tion hence
does not rely on the ability of fictional compon ents to represent
some thing real, but on the ability of real compon ents to represent

17



Représentations dans le monde anglophone, 25 | 2022

some thing fictional. How can this be achieved and what does realism
mean in a game like Warhammer?

In order to play a mini ature wargame, players first need to know the
rules of the game. While know ledge of the histor ical or fictional
theme of the game is usually not required to be able to play, a basic
under standing of the rules is obvi ously neces sary. Juul (55–197) even
stated that rules are what determ ines any specific game, whereas its
fictional world is only an optional background:
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[…] rules are designed to be objective, oblig atory, unam biguous, and
gener ally above discus sion. With fictions in games, we find the
opposite to be true: a strong part of the attrac tion of fiction in games
is that it is highly subjective, optional, ambiguous, and gener ally
evoc ative and subject to discus sion. Rules and fiction are attractive
for opposite reasons. (121)

Even though specific ally refer ring to video games, Juul’s state ment
seems, at first glance, to also hold for any kind of games. Rules of
chess, for instance, are oblig atory and unam biguous. If those rules
are changed, then players are no longer playing chess, but another
game. Besides, the “back ground” of chess is completely optional or
subjective. According to Juul (57), the “repres ent a tion fiction of
chess”, that is to say theirs shapes and colours, has indeed no
consequence on the way the game is played. Chess pieces can
represent a large variety of abstract or iconic items, without any
impact on the game itself as long as the rules are followed. In the case
of Warhammer games, this state ment remains true to some extent. In
a compet itive game of Warhammer, such as those held at
tour na ments or in more casual settings, refer ring to the fictional
world is in fact not really important. For instance, a player using an
army of “Eldars” in Warhammer 40,000 is not forbidden to play
against another player using the same army, even though those two
armies are, according to the fictional world, supposed to belong to
the same faction and thus be allies. Players are free to imagine any
rationale to justify the conflict between two allied armies, as long as
they do not break the rules. They are allowed to “fill in any gaps in the
fictional world” (121), but not to change the rules.
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Yet rules are also what makes a fictional world feel real, and highly
contribute to the feeling of realism provided by a simu la tion game
like Warhammer. Firstly, rules are not fictional but real game
compon ents. According to Juul (196), this allows explaining why
video games can be called “half- real”, that is, made of real rules and
fictional worlds. Rules in video games are indeed more stable than
rules in tradi tional games since players cannot change or circum vent
them easily. However, they remain “objective, oblig atory,
unam biguous, and gener ally above discus sion” (121) in compet itive
games of Warhammer, as only Games Work shop edicts rules for their
games, publishes and regu larly updates them if neces sary. These
rules remain as real as video game rules in spite the fact that they are
written in books and not encoded into a computer program.
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Secondly, rules are what allows “trans posing” fictional elements on
the table. Instead of simply imagining, for instance, that a hero slayed
a unit of skel etons ready to attack him, a player has to follow the
rules on how a melee encounter happens in Age of Sigmar. The player
will compare the respective char ac ter istics of those units according
to the rules (number of wounds, number of attacks, ability to prevent
an attack, move ment, bravery, etc.), will throw dices and will carry on
different actions accord ingly to determine the outcome of the fight.
In this scen ario, rules allow trans forming a fictional encounter into a
real sequence of actions on the table. In that sense, they are not only
some thing real, but they also allow some thing fictional to be
simu lated in the real world, and hence contribute to the realism of
the simulation.

20

Faith ful ness to the fictional world

Juul’s frame work provides valu able insights as to what contrib utes to
the realism of a simu la tion, in the sense of exper i en cing a fictional
world and being immersed in it. At the same time, while rules are
indeed what defines a specific game, the fictional worlds of
Warhammer games cannot be reduced to subjective and ambiguous
features of the game, and even less so to an optional back ground. As
previ ously described, the fictional worlds of Warhammer games are
indeed mostly narrated in novels. 9 Players usually refer to this
fictional content as the “lore” or the “fluff” of these universes, the
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back ground or context in which those games are taking place. Even
though detailed know ledge about the lore is not neces sary to play the
game, the example of the previ ously mentioned encounter seems
nonethe less to indicate that rules must remain coherent with what
the players know of the fictional world. Let us take the example of
Teclis, a fictional char acter pictured as a mighty wizard, to illus trate
this point. This char acter is one of the most powerful wizards that
ever lived in the Age of Sigmar universe, since he is the god of Light.
The game designers gave him some rules accord ingly: he is for
instance able to “autocast” up to four spells, it is to say without
rolling dices, while other wizards in the game can usually only cast
one or two spells. After the intro duc tion of Teclis as a play able
mini ature, many players complained that he was “game‐breaking”
due to this ability, in other words too powerful to allow a balanced
game. At the same time, Teclis’ rules were written so that they
remained coherent with the fictional lore of the Age of Sigmar
universe. In this case, the rule‐fiction consist ency also contrib utes to
the realism of the simu la tion, or in other words to the align ment of
the simu la tion with the sources providing inform a tion on the fictional
world, even though this world is set in a fant astic or science- 
fiction background.

Further more, outside compet itive games, some Warhammer players
might choose to remain as consistent as possible with the lore, to the
point where rules do not matter all that much after all. In fact,
compet itive games are only a specific way of playing Warhammer, or
for that matter mini ature wargames, and while some players may
enjoy a balanced and compet itive setting without being constrained
by what is or should be true according to the fictional back ground,
others prefer to simu late fictional events without being excess ively
constrained by the rules. Games Work shop refers to the first type as
the “matched play” and to the second one as the “narrative
play”. In Age of Sigmar, the narrative play is described as followed in
the 2020 General’s Handbook published by the game designers:
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Narrative play games can be based on a story from a Warhammer
Age of Sigmar public a tion or some thing you have devised your self
after reading about the Mortal Realms. There are endless ways to
then build that story into your games. Armies might be modi fied to
better reflect the plot, specific scenery might play a part in
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recre ating the land scape, ‘house rules’ might be invented, and paint
schemes might be developed to reflect the forces involved. (45)

In a narrative play game, the realism of the simu la tion lies in the
consist ency with the fictional source over a strict respect of the
offi cial rules of the game. For instance, although the rules stip u late
that both players need to have an army of the same power (calcu lated
by a system of points) in order to balance the game, nothing prevents
players of a narrative play game of Warhammer from using two
armies of different sizes and power if this helps to better reflect the
fictional battle they want to simu late or the balance of power in the
battle field as described in a novel. Ulti mately, the result of the battle
will be decided by choices made by the players and dice throws, but
to immerse them selves and “exper i ence” a fictional world, players will
put aside the compet itive aspect of the game and attempt to stay as
close as possible to the events as described in the lore. Thus, like for
many tradi tional games, the exper i ence of playing Warhammer games
is usually not entirely based on compet itive play or narrative play, but
a mix of both, depending on what the players want to achieve. And
even though they are not video games, they still appear to have the
same hybrid status described by Schaeffer (315), at the inter sec tion of
the compet itive spirit specific to games and the aesthetic atten tion
specific to works of fiction.
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Playing in a real environment

Realism in a game of Warhammer

The real istic aspect of wargames simu la tions lies in the balance
between consist ency with the rules and consist ency with the
fictional world. Juul’s frame work—which sets video games in between
real rules and fictional world—and Schaeffer’s frame work—which
describes video games as being inbetween games and works of fiction
—are there fore useful when applied to Warhammer games to discuss
how those games manage to real ist ic ally simu late a fictional universe.
Yet both these frame works, in spite of their effect ive ness, first refer
to video games or games which take place in a virtual envir on ment. In
such context, the term “simu la tion” often describes computer
programs, either used for ludic or for scientific purposes. The
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video game onto logy developed by Aarseth even use “simu lated” and
“virtual” as synonyms (“Doors and Percep tion” 42). Nonethe less,
wargames, including Warhammer games, follow a lasting tradi tion of
military simu la tions happening in a real envir on ment instead of a
“virtual” one, as explained above. As a result, the battle or conflict
being simu lated by a wargame is not real, but not virtual either, at
least in the sense of some thing simu lated by a computer. And yet, the
game elements or pieces used in Warhammer games (mini atures,
terrains, dices, etc.) are real compon ents used to simu late fictional
entities. For instance, if players decide to put a labyrinth on the table
—to take up the example used by Aarseth (“Doors and Percep tion” 42)
—, this labyrinth will be real in a concep tual sense and in a phys ical
sense, even though its purpose is to represent a fictional labyrinth
such as the “Noctis Labyrinth” of planet Mars in Warhammer 40,000.

While all games seem to involve rules, and option ally a fictional world,
the use of real game pieces is the true distinctive element of
Warhammer games, espe cially as the mini atures play a predom inant
part in the realism of the simu la tion. The fact that Warham mers
models are painted (most of the time by the players them selves) is
indeed at the core of the “mini aturing hobby” (Meriläinen et al. 8).
Players usually try to achieve a real istic result, either by remaining
consistent with the icon o graphic canon of those fictional worlds
(“Orks” should have a green skin, for instance) or by accur ately
repro du cing lights, shadows and details on a 3D phys ical mini ature
model. While the painting of the models is usually a way to improve
the overall realism of the battle unfolding on the table, I will not here
discuss the realism of these mini atures from an aesthetic perspective
but will rather focus on how the use of phys ical and tangible
elements contrib utes to realism, along side the faith ful ness to the
rules and to the fictional world.
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The tangib ility and the phys ic ality
of representation

From a phys ical point of view, wargames and Warhammer games
differ from other types of board games also using non‐virtual game
models. Chess, for instance, is also a game using different kinds of
real pieces. Each type of pieces has specific rules and thus needs to
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be easily recog niz able on the board: as long as players know that a
specific piece is a tower and not another piece, the game can be
played. The fact that the tower piece does not really look like a real
tower, or that it is taller than the king is only secondary as long as
each piece remains recog niz able. Like wise, in a game of Monopoly,
what the token (a battle ship, a race car, etc.) of each player
repres ents does not matter per se as long as everyone knows which
token repres ents which player. Along these lines, the goal of chess is
not to real ist ic ally simu late a battle, nor is the goal of Monopoly to
real ist ic ally simu late real- estate trading. This allows those games to
be played with almost any kind of pieces or tokens. Warhammer
games, on the opposite, need to be played with specific models in
most cases. From a compet itive point of view, a specific height and a
specific base size is attrib uted to each model by the rules. The height
of the mini ature allows players to determine its “line of sight”, i.e.
what the figurine can see and shoot on the battle field, and the base
size (25 mm or 32 mm for instance) is used to determine if the
figurine can engage against another unit and the reach of its
weapons. While some aspects of the mini ature are purely orna mental
and do not impact how the game is played, the phys ical size of the
mini ature has relev ance and players are not allowed to use any
mini ature they want to represent a specific unit in the game.
Further more, from a narrative point of view, players usually will try to
play with an army as visu ally accurate and consistent as possible with
the fictional world. Para dox ic ally, players won’t use a figurine “as if” it
was another one, to replace or stand for it. Even though some
mini atures can be “converted” and custom ized by players
(Meriläinen et al. 13), the goal remains in most cases to create a
“mimetic fandom” replica of a specific char acter to pursue an
onto lo gical bridging of fiction and reality (Hills). Even though small
adjust ments are often allowed, the phys ical aspect of each figurine is
there fore of great import ance to perform as realist a simu la tion as
possible while remaining consistent with the rules and with the
fictional world.

Theor et ic ally a virtual simu la tion could be able to render the phys ical
and visual aspect of any real mini ature, yet the very tangible
manip u la tion of the figur ines highly contrib utes to the feeling of
reality exper i enced by the players and allows them to trans pose
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fictional entities into the real world, which explains why Warhammer
games are still mainly played on a table. Carter and his colleagues for
instance looked at the role of phys ical dices used in a game to
determine the outcome of a fight between two units and showed that
Warhammer players are looking for a specific exper i ence that
compu ta tional tools cannot provide:

The phys ic ality of the loud ness and chaot ic ness of rolling large
numbers of dice simu lates the chaos of war in a tangible way, an
effect pronounced by the tangib ility of the dice, the imagined
repres ent a tion of dice as being embod i ments of fictional
under tak ings and the situ ational repres ent a tion of dice as occur ring
next to these events. As a phys ical tool, they do this in a fashion
diffi cult to emulate with a virtual applic a tion. (21)

Following their analysis, I argued in this paper that the tangib ility of
the elements in the game, the phys ical dimen sion of playing, and the
ability to manip u late dices as well as the terrain pieces or the
mini atures them selves, greatly reduce the onto lo gical barrier
between players and the fictional world and there fore contribute to
the players’ feeling of immer sion and the realism of the simu la tion.
The mini atures are obvi ously not shooting real bullets nor casting
real fire balls, but their mater i ality allows them to be moved or
removed, grabbed, and arranged on the battle field “as if” the players
were actu ally acting upon the fictional events at their will.
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Conclusion
This paper aimed at contrib uting to the onto logy of games by
specifying the rela tion between real and fictional elements in games.
Whereas the academic field of game studies usually looks at
video games, I considered non‐digital games, and specific ally
wargames, to address this ques tion. Wargames indeed offer
some thing unique to this study, as they were initially expli citly built
and played to real ist ic ally simu late military conflicts. If nowadays
wargames are mainly played for recre ational purposes, games such as
those belonging to the Warhammer fran chise have kept the inten tion
of real ist ic ally simu lating military events, even though those events
are entirely fictional. I thus tried to determine how those fictional
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events are trans posed into a real envir on ment, and how this
simu la tion can be considered as real istic. To do so, I first built on the
theor et ical frame work proposed by Juul and looked at how rules
contribute to this realism, espe cially by giving instruc tions to the
players to help the trans pos i tion of fictional entities and actions on
the table. At the same time, I showed that these rules alone do not
allow for the realism of the simu la tion in the cases of games such as
Warhammer and must remain coherent with the asso ci ated fictional
world of the game to create an impres sion of reality. In the case
studied here, I showed in partic ular that this exper i ence is medi ated
by the consist ency with the lore or the original and canon ical
fictional source. The realism of the simu la tion there fore relies as
much on the consist ency with the rules than on the consist ency with
the fictional world in which the simu lated events are taking place.
Contrarily to Cail lois’ argu ment, my analysis there fore demon strated
that rules and fiction surely can coexist in a game such as
Warhammer. In the same line, unlike what Juul’s work suggested, the
essen tial/optional and the objective/subjective dicho tomies are not
adapted to prop erly char ac terize rules and fiction, as tradi tional
games also involve a strong fictional beha viour and setting. In the
case of Warhammer, rules and fiction are not “attractive for opposite
reasons” (121), but on the contrary, for a same reason which is to allow
players to simu late in more detail a battle on the tabletop.

What truly makes a simu la tion real istic, and what distin guishes
simu la tions happening in a real envir on ment from simu la tions taking
place in virtual envir on ments such as video games, is however the use
of real game elements, and the inter ac tions allowed by phys ical,
tangible and handle able pieces. But unlike chess for instance, the
consist ency of visual and phys ical prop er ties of Warhammer
mini atures with the rules and fictional world of the game directly
supports the building and sustaining of a sense of realism asso ci ated
with the simu la tion. The entan gle ment between tangible mini atures,
the rules and the lore shapes a specific rela tion between what is real
and what is fictional in a game. Such entan gle ment allows players to
both trans pose and exper i ence a fictional event in the real world, as
well as to interact and exper i ment with the fictional material through
the use of real game compon ents. The analysis of the case study
presented in this paper there fore aligns with recent efforts to
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NOTES

1  Surpris ingly, although the term real is often used by game studies
scholars, it is rarely extens ively defined and, most of the time, only refers to
what belongs to the real world. For instance, Aarseth (“Doors and
Percep tion” 36) simply quoted Phillip K. Dick’s defin i tion: “Reality is that
which, when you stop believing in it, doesn’t go away” (1–26). While I will
provide different examples of what can be qual i fied as real in games, the
purpose of this paper is not to work on a proper defin i tion of the concept.
To improve read ab ility, I will however use Peirce’s distinc tion between
fiction and reality as a working defin i tion: “A fiction is some thing whose
char acter depends upon what we think about it; a reality is what it is
whatever we may think about it” (46). In the context of a wargame, a
mini ature there fore both can represent a fictional entity and consti tutes
some thing real, as most of its prop er ties do not depend on what we may
think about it (shape, colours, size, etc.) and thus can be publicly observed
and collect ively agreed upon by players.

2  The term “immer sion” is also diffi cult to define, espe cially as it can be
phys ical, sensorial, psycho lo gical, or emotional depending on what game
designers intend to achieve, and on the type of game. As McMahan (67)
pointed out, this concept remains “excess ively vague” and may refer to very
different things, as will be seen in this paper. However, as the author
high lights, one of the most accepted defin i tions of immer sion up to now is
still the one from Murray. For the purpose of this article which also deals
with the concepts of real and of simu la tion—two concepts Murray also
builds on—, I will there fore follow her defin i tion of immer sion as “the
exper i ence of being trans ported to an elab or ately simu lated place […], the
sensa tion of being surrounded by a completely other reality, as water is
from air, that takes over all of our atten tion, our whole percep tual
appar atus” (99), which heavily relies on “a careful regu la tion of the
bound aries between the imaginary and the real” (119). For a more detailed
account on immer sion in liter ature and elec tronic media, see Ryan (89–175).

3  All trans la tions by the author, unless other wise noted.

4  According to Aarseth (“Define Real” 56) game onto lo gies are “onto lo gies
in the 3rd, computer- science sense: They describe what games are (and
what they are made of): the funda mental building blocks and their rela tions.
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[…] a game onto logy can also address the philo soph ical ques tions of being
and exist ence, such as the rela tion ship between, real, virtual and fictional
phenomena in games”. This paper follows the author’s recom mend a tion
according to which the task of game onto lo gies is “to model game
differ ences, to show how the things we call games can be different from
each other in a number of different ways” (53).

5  Most tabletop games, from chess to Warhammer, can be played on
computer through the use of simu lators such as Tabletop Simulator.

6  From a cultural point of view, Huizinga (150–175) was the first to notice
the long‐lasting connec tion between games and war. As pointed out in this
article, a game can be related to war without neces sarily being a wargame.
At the same time, a wargame does not neces sarily always simu late a military
conflict or event since it can represent other types of war, such as an
economic conflict between companies.

7  I will from now on use the term “Warhammer” to refer to the two main
game systems and universes created by Games Workshop,
Warhammer Fantasy (or Age of Sigmar) and Warhammer 40,000, unless
specific ally indicated.

8  Source: Black Library catalog.

9  This content can also be accessed through paper or online articles
produced by Games Work shop, fan‐made encyc lo pae dias, anim a tions or
videos. The web encyc lo paedia <https://wh40k.lexicanum.com>
for instance, currently contains more than 31000 articles on the fictional
world of Warhammer 40,000.

RÉSUMÉS

English
For the past twenty years, games studies and research in literacy theory
have discussed the connec tions between games and fiction, and have tried
to better grasp how games build fictional worlds and the mech an isms which
allow players to be immersed in such universes. In partic ular, this academic
conver sa tion has engaged with the onto logy of games, with the objective of
under standing what exactly is at stake in games and how fictional elements
and real or virtual elements interact in such context. Yet most of these
analyses mainly focused on video games, both due to their recent
emer gence, and because they could supposedly provide richer and more
detailed fictional worlds in which players could interact. In this paper,
I instead expand the reflec tion on the onto logy of games by looking at some

https://wh40k.lexicanum.com/
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specific non‐digital games, and more specific ally wargames, through the
case of the Warhammer games fran chise. To do so, I address how exactly
such games give players the oppor tunity to simu late fictional events, or in
other words how they allow for a real istic repres ent a tion of fictional battles
depicted by Warhammer novels. To answer this ques tion, I argue that the
entan gle ment between fictional elements, rules, and mini atures in
wargames allows players to create a real istic simu la tion of a military
conflict, and that this rela tion provides a fruitful avenue to consider how
fiction and reality can be bridged through games.

Français
Ces vingt dernières années le champ des sciences du jeu et de la théorie
litté raire ont posé la ques tion du rapport entre les jeux et la fiction, de façon
à savoir comment les jeux construisent des mondes fiction nels et offrent
aux joueurs la possi bi lité d’y accéder. Cette produc tion acadé mique s’est
en parti cu lier inté ressée à l’onto logie des jeux, afin de mieux comprendre de
quelle nature sont les éléments qui composent les jeux, et comment les
éléments fiction nels peuvent inter agir avec des éléments réels ou virtuels
dans ce cadre. Toute fois, de telles analyses se sont souvent limi tées au cas
des jeux vidéo, car il s’agit de médiums encore récents, mais égale ment dans
la mesure où les jeux vidéo auraient la parti cu la rité d’offrir des univers
fiction nels plus riches et détaillés avec lesquels les joueurs pour raient
inter agir. Cet article cherche au contraire à discuter l’onto logie des jeux
à partir d’un type spéci fique de jeux dits tradi tion nels, les jeux de guerre, et
plus spéci fi que ment les jeux appar te nant à la fran chise Warhammer. Il s’agit
de comprendre comment ces jeux offrent aux joueurs l’oppor tu nité de
simuler des événe ments fiction nels, c’est‐à‐dire comment ils permettent de
repré senter de façon réaliste des conflits décrits par la litté ra ture
Warhammer. Je déve loppe l’idée d’après laquelle la rela tion entre les
éléments fiction nels, les règles du jeu et les figu rines dans les jeux de guerre
permettent aux joueurs de simuler de façon réaliste un conflit mili taire, et
offre ainsi un regard nouveau sur la façon certains jeux construisent des
ponts entre la fiction et le réel.
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