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In his lucid essay on Waiter Abish's How GeT'man Is It, Richard Martin

characterizes the novel as "an extended examination of the familiar in its

absorption of the unfamiliar,and of responses to apparentperfection" (238). ln

a similar vein, Winifred Fluck cogentlyargues that "Abish in drawing on ideas

of Russian formalism on the effacement ofknOwledge by the familiar thus

pursues a subtle strategy of disturbing the familiar-a strategy, however, that

no longer relies on modemist mode of defamiliarization, but on the sometimes

almost unnoticeable integration of difference into the familiar" (8 1). The novelist

himself has remarked that the "innovative novel is, in essence, a novel of

disfamiliarization, a novel that has ceased to concem itselfwith the mapping of

the 'familiar'world" (qtd. in Martin 238).

While it would be difficult to read the novel without considering the

centrality of the "familiar/'it requires neither complex logicalmanipulation nor

a reference to the Heideggerianphilosopher Brumhold's notion of "thinglinessM

to link the absorption of the "unfamiliar" by the "familiar" to the concept of

reification.Anna Ileller lectures on the "familiar" to her studentsinthe novel as

follows:

We want to visit museums and monuments and 和ins that we only know

from reproductions in books. Having seen the photographs of what we

have come tovisit, we naturallyknow what to expect. So theruins, the

works of art, the foreign citiesare not entirely unfamiliar･ And then, in no

time, we discover that the longer we stay in one place, the longer we sleep

in unfamiliar beds, the longer we meet people from other countries, the

more familiar it all becomes. How long cansomething remain unfamiliar?

(120)

From "a pencil sharpener" to "the long face of the principal/I"the bus taking the

children to Daemling," "the driver" to the "length of theride," ''everything is
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familiar" 【120). The accuracy ofAnna's account does not concem me here (it

might be doubtedthat the familiarity of "theruinS, the works of art, the foreign

cities" caused by photographic "reproduction" of their images is qualitatively

the same as that of "the familiar outlines of our possessions, our fumiture, our

walls, our wal1 postersand drawings, our shutters and ourwindows" (121]), My

parenthetical skepticism seeks to catch the degree to which Ama'S, or Abish'S,

concept of the familiar is generic in ambition, anambition which seems to have

prompted variety intheinterpretation of "familiarity," as seen inthe difference

between Martin'S account of the conceptand Fluck'S.Timothy Bewes defines

reification as "the moment that a process or relation is generalized intoan

abstraction,and thereby tumedinto a 'thing"2 (3), We may argue that the

familiarization of everyday things denotes reification, since the passages above

suggest that people ("the driver/"the principal," "people from other countries")

are seen (viathe concept of "familiar") in the same way as things, commodities,

and photographic images are seen. As Paul Wotipka obseⅣes, "Familialization

in the novel hlnCtions as a process of converting experience into discrete,

reproducible,and easily circulated images or cliches''【507).What I want to

draw attention to here, however, is the totalizing aspect of the concept itself; to

the fact that jhna insists that "everything" is familiar. Familiarization in the

novel resembles the concept of reification not only in its implication concerning

也e commodi丘cation of human relations, but also in its tendency to "conceptual

expansion" lBewes 4): "Reification is unsurpassed in all血ese respects by arヴ

other category of MalXist theory, Inseparablefrom its utility, however, is the

crudeness of the concept-a crudeness reflected in the termitself'(Bewes 3).

Both familiarizationand reification depend upon a "totalizing narrative": as

reification relies on a "dualityof distinct reified texisting)and non十reified (lost,

Or not yet realized) worlds/'so familiarization presupposes a dualityof "distinct"

familiar ("existing") and unfamiliar("lost, Or not yet realized") worlds (Bewes

10)･ Familiarization in the novel is, of course, not totally synonymous wi仙

reification, yet the close pro血lity of the two concepts seems to justifya reading

of the novel in terms of reification. Readingthe novel in relation to the "Crude"

and useful concept of reification might allow us to explore the intricate network

that extends from the "familiar," toward issues of nationalidentity, language,

forgettingand remembering,and "retuming" in the novel,

We should avoid essentialist reading of this thoroughly anti-essentialist,

postmodem novel･ Uncompromisingly putting into question any essentialist

discoursewith regards to the "Germamess''and involvingthe reader in the
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very process of familiarization, Abish forcefully demonstrates that there is no

escaping the process. Nevertheless, my reading attempts to detect some

moments inthe novel that seem to signalthe possibility of stepping outside the

totalizing system of the "familiar." Such "outside," which Fredric Jameson

would call "Utopia," would be conceivable only when the impossibility of

imagining it isrightly recognized. Jameson states that the ``1imits" in the

"Utopianblueprint , H do not becomevisible exceptinthe desperate attempt to

imagine something else" (PostmodemLsm 208), I would argue that the novel is a

rare instance of such attempt. As Jerly A. Varsava claims, "Abish, a subtle

socialCritic,always returnto a single question: 'Is there any other way to live?"

(84), me narrator of the novel himselfrepeatedly asks, "Could everything be

differentr I hope the following essay would catch aglimpse, if momentarily, of

such a "desperate attempt.''

iI

As Wotipka aptly puts it, How Germcm Is It is less concerned with "a

particular nation or location" thanwith "the very familiarizing processes of

appropriation and reproduction that make the concept of national identity

possibleand even appealing''【51 1). me novel openswith a question, "whatare

the first words avisitor from France canexpect to hear upon his arriValat a

Germanairport?" 【1). The question is less concemedwith what it might be to

be "German,''than with the stereotypical images that the term "Geman"

arouses inpeople. The absence of the titularquestion mark seems to indicate

that "how German" something is camot constitute a valid question becausethe

very formof the question points to a "reified consciousness,"3 According to

Alexander Houen, "Abish himself states that he was not interested in revealing

a Geman essence so much as a汀anging an ensemble of Geman signs: To me

the title is not primarily a question. Essentially it functions as a sign, the most

effective sign to create and authenticate a 'German'novel" (219),And yet

Wotipka seems to miss the point when he concludes that "whatever its mode of

presentation, surely the novel functions in part as a sharp critique, not of

Germany or Germans. but of certainal1istoricaltendencies of contemporary

culture at large" (516), Woptika sees the novel as commenting on postmodem

culture in general, where everything-even nationalidentityand history-tums

into a cliche or reproducible image. Woptika misses the point because he tacitly

privileges the force of Americanization while ignoring the historiCalcharge
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retained by the unasked question, `'how Germanis it."

Thomas Peyser observeSthat "there is nothing particularly German about

the way the new Germanidentity is formed ,. , lsince] one thing currently

globalized is the imperativethat everyone lay claim to some kind of cultural

identity" (246). To apply this kind of "global"view to the novel necessarily

results in marginalizing the possibility that the obsessive identification of

Germanqualities might originate in the "bodies''on which Brumholdstein, the

nctional, ostentatiously standardizedand modernized citysits:

To begin with, how would Bmmboldstein have proceeded with such an

undertaking? Just one example: Are the corpses-really skeletons-to be

buried separately or in another mass grave? Should an attempt be made,

no matter how dimcultand how embarrassing it may tum out to be-to

identifythem,and the cause of death? Wasanaccurate count essential?

Was a breakdm of age and sex, provided it was possible, necessaェy?

【191)

Abish, to be sure, implies that the surfacing corpses also undergo

commodification given that the narrator describes the event rlrStly in terms of

govemmentaltreatment of the corpses and secondly as a matter of financial

loss: "Clearly, whatever the procedure, priority would have to be given to the

repair of the Geigenheimer Strasseand compensation to the shopkeepers fわr

any loss of revenue they may have suffered as a result of the street being closed

to tra皿C''(191). Fur仏emore, Helmuth links the inspection of the bodies to

German"thoroughness": `ljhyhow, as you canimagine,with our tradition of

thoroughness, we have to inspect the grave before we canrepair the pavement"

(139), Helmuth, so to speak, attempts to repress the materiality of the bodies by

veiling themwith German-ness,

mough privileging the retum of the repressed bodiesmight seem to distort

the textual reality, textual distortion would also inhere in amnesia over the

disjunction betweenthe narrator's obsessive identification of Germanqualities,

and his marked tacitumity over the non-identification of the found corpses.

Indeed, even as the evasive anonymity attending the disinterred invites the

pronoun "it," So the titular usage of the impersonaltermrlt") may be thought

to find its sh叫referent inthe massive grave andthe officialveiling of that pit.

We might even saythat the pronoun "lt,"inthe impossible and titular non-

question, "How German ls lt," alludes directly to the unidentified bodies:
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"Hence, it could not be mled out that the skeletons found in the mass grave

were Gemans. It was unlikely, improbable, but could not be mled out''(192).

The narrator refers to the "unlikely, improbable''possibility because how

"German''the bodies are does matter to him, to Ulrich and to people in

Bmmholdstein. The demand fわr "Geman''logical strictness, or "thoroughness,"

leads people to superimpose Geman-ness on the anonymous bodies. The

redundant yet compulsive identification of German-ness throughout the text

contrasts with the imagined, excessively curt epitaph on the grave for the

bodies: "Men and women, inmates of Durst. Identity unknown. Causes of

death, unknoⅥm. Maythey rest in peace" 【192). Symptomatically, Anna Heller,

who gives a long lecture on the "familiar/'remains reticent as to the mass

grave: "What did Miss Heller sayinclass? Or didn't she mention it? She said,
Rubbish. She said she didn't want to talk about it. She said that a lot of people

were killed in the war,and that it was very sad''(138). Anna一s as well as the

narrator's silence as to whether or not the dead bodies are "familiar" indicates

the possibility that the bodies resist the formof the question. We shouldalso

remember that Helmuth is "so infuriated" by Rita'S "deliberately careless

combining of skeletons lying at the bottom of a long open trench that had been

dug in the pavement. or being loaded unto the truck, and photographs of

Helmuth in the garden watching Gisela playingwith Erika" (201). Rita exposes

the repressed base of the realityby her "deliberately careless" juxtaposition of

the photographs.4 The skeletons, it seems, constitute the socially unthinkable,

a necessarilyand historically particular imperative, which obligesand forbids

the na汀atOr aS Well as the reader to pose or even to think about the question,

"How Geman ls lt?''

In an essay entitled "On the Question: 'What ls German?"5 Theodor W.

Adomo writes:

"What is Geman?''-I am unable to answer this question immediately- -

The very form of the question already desecrates the irreparable

experiences of the last decades. It presupposes an autonomous collective

entity, "Geman,''whose characteristics are then determined a托er the

fact. The fabrication of national collectivities, however, ‥. is the mark of

a reified consciousness hardly capable of experience lEr桓hrLm91. Such

fabrication remainswithin precisely those stereotypes which it is the task

of thinking to dissolve. (121)
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For Adorno "fabrication of national collectivities" typifies ''a reified

consciousness hardly capable of experience.''As Bewes writes, a politics

grounded in "identity" is a politics "which cements people, by implication, into a

different kind of thingitude" (74). If we take Adomo's words at face value, his

paragraph would seem simply to suggest that Abish and Adomo fboth of Jewish

descent) address the same issueand share apessimisticview of the reification

involved in the formation of "national collectivities," Importantly, however,

Adomo does pose the question at the risk of desecrating "the irreparable

experiences of the last decades,"仇ough he is "unable to answer仙is question

immediately･''He does not argue for the impossibility of the question, even

though he remains aware that to pose it desecrates -'irreparable experiences}'

By implication, by posing a damaged and damaging question at the outset of

his essay, Adomo chooses to face "irreparable experiences," even thoughthese

experiences may be rendered more "i汀eparable" by this question. Adorno

identifies a "risk''relevant to my 孤 essay.

Arguably, he chooses to pursue the issue because by ideTltlfying the

question, "What is Germany as "the mark of a reified consciousness," he
signals that historical enquiry is and should be gbosted by anxiety over

reification･ Putanother way: Adomo impliesthat the fearthat a question may

be deemed stereotypical, may renderthat question lessthanstereotypical. The

formation of the question, "How GermanIs lt''"already''desecrates the un-

identiBed "corpses" Or what might have happened in Durst; hence Abish's

invalidating of the question by the removalof the titular question mark.And yet

despite the absence of the question mark we knowthatthe phrase remains a

question･ In fact, the narratorwill pose the titular question as a questioTl in the

novel itself･ Despite the fact that the narrator's question tends to cliche,

particularly given his recu汀ent reference to "stereotypes,''there remains a

residue-the possibility that the origin of the question lies in specI声C, yet un-

identirled bodies, or in a specljic space under Brumholdstein. Put differently,

the novel, through its compulsive or traumatic questioning resists the

familiarization of the very notion of familiarization.

2.

Whether or not Abish read Adomo's essay, the essay provides the reader of

How GemlaTI Is If with surprisinglyrich and pertinent materials. `=What is

German?'-Iamunable toanswer this question immediately." Adom'o deferral
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of his answer recalls the imperative statement that recurs towards the

beginning of How Gennan Is lt, "ATISLL)er･ Answer Immediatety･" If the question,

"How German ls Itr is the sort of question to whichan"immediate''answer

might yield a "stereotype," the imperative (caughtwithin the italic) precisely

urges the reader to accept stereotypes･ Put differently: Adomo'S statement, "I

am unable to answer this question immediately,''suggests that the question

somehow urges him to "answer immediately･" Both texts begin with a sense of

urgency caused by the question, "What is German?" As if exactly defying

Adorno's waning, the narrator of the novel lists a number of stereotypical or

commodified (andAmericanized) German images, from "the well designed

highways, die AutTtobaTln,''to "gleaming Mercedes, Audis, BMWs, Porches,

VWs,''and "the blue sky, der blaue HtTTmel" to "the large number of tall blond

men and women''【3).

In order to clarifywhy each text exhibits a sense of urgency concerning the

question as to what is German, we might usefully consider a striking point of

affinity between the two texts-the similarity of Adorno's and Ulrich's

circumstances. At the beginning of the novel, Ulrich retuT7W tO Germany after

half a year in France, partly because he feels the need to be "among the people

who speak the same language as I do" (29)･Asked by Helmuth why he has

decided to "retum to Wurtenburg in the first place," Ulrich answers: "Because I

was tired of hearing everyone around me speak only in French" (12)･

Significantly, the question "How German is itr first occurs in the novel in

relation to the Geman-ness of the German language: "Still, notwithstanding

the doubtful foreign elements in the language today, the German language

remains the means and the key to Brumhold's metaphysical quest; it is a

language that has enabled him, the fわremost Ge-an philosopher, to fbmulate

the questions and也e solutions仇at have continued to elude仇e French- and

English-speaking metaphysicians･ How German is it?" (5)･ Though the

comment skirts a stereotypicalnationalism, it remains important thatthe novel

frequently links the philosopher Brumhold to linguistic "Germanness･" In a

speech at the inauguration of仇e museum he designed, Helmu仇states: "So

ultimately, to understand Germany it is necessary, it is essential to speak･

read, and think in our mother tongue. It is the language that Bmmhold, our

great Brumhold, used daily" (170)･ He further asserts that "tw]ithout a thorough

understanding of our language, our visitor will be deprived of that one element

that servesand still functions to generate the Germanuniqueness, the German

genius of a Brumhold, after whom this communityllong may it live-has been
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named" (170). The centrality of Brumholdstein to the novel, it would seem,

points to the centrality of the German language to the notion of the New

Gemany.

Meanwhile,inthe essay, Adomo "Slightly reducels] the question as to what

is Geman and血'amels】 it more modestly in tens of what moved me as an

emigrant-as one who had been driven out in shameand disgrace,and after

what had been done by Germans to millions of innocent people-to come back

nevertheless" (125), He retums to Germany for two reasons: home-sicknessand

language. "Not for a moment during the emigration," wdtes Adomo, "did I give

up the hope of coming back. The identification with the familiar is an

undeniable aspect of this hope" (125-26), Adorno is blatantly honest,almost

sentimental, in his account of his retum to Germany: "I simply wanted to go

back to where I had spent my childhood, to where whatever was most

specifically mine was mediated to the core. Perhaps I felt that whatever one

accomplishes in the course of one's life is nothing butanattempt to recover

one's childhood" 【126). His "return,''as an attempted recovery of lost

"childhood," recalls the ending of Hou) German Is It, where Ulrich under

hypnosis "regressles] ,.. back to his childhood" or "re-experiencels】 his

childhood" 【248). Both f♭r Adomo and Ulrich, retuming to Gemany, or "the

identification with the familiar," entails the attempt to recover the lost

"childhood." In addition (and like Ulrich), Adorno returns to Germany also

because of "language":

The decision to returnto Germany was hardly motivated simply by a

subjective need, by home-sickness, as little as I would deny having had

such sentiments･ There was alsoanobjective factor. It is the language.

Not only because in the newly acquired language one can never quite

convey the intended meaning as exactly.日.What is more,the German

1anguage seems to have a specialelective affinity for philosophy and

especially for its speculative element I〃omenf】 which is so easily

distrusted in the West as dangerously unclear-and not entirelywithout

justification, ( 1 29)

Adomofurther states that the "impossibilityof non-violently transposinginto

another language not only highly developed speculative thoughts but even

particularand quite precise concepts such as those of spirit lGeist], the element

lMomeTlt], and experience lErJahrung]" suggests that "there is a specific,
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Objective quality of the German1anguage" (130). In spite of the clearsimilarity

between the passage aboveand Helmuth's account, I do notintend to argue

that Adomo was susceptible to linguistic nativism, Rather, I want to suggest

that Adomo's account tells us that the problem of the language in the novel

may matter more thanis first apparent, me "question as to what is German"

and the issue of his "return to Gemany''are connected 【or, the former is

"reduced" tothe latter)through "language"inAdomo's essay.

Even as his "home-sickness" derives from his sense of loss of "childhood,"

so the "language" asan"objective" factor for Adomo'S "decision to retum to

Germany" involves a certain irrecuperable Loss;witness his sense of the
"impossibility of non-violently transposing into another language." Indeed,

AdornO appears to recognize or appreciate the "specificity" of the Geman

language only throughand after his experience of loss:

I had presented a lecture at the Psychoanalytic Society in SanFrancisco

and had given it to their professional journal for publication In

proofreading the galleys, I discovered that they had not been content

simply to correct the stylisticflaws ofanemergent writer. The entire text

had been disfigured beyond recognition, the basic intentions no longer

recoverable. 【 128)

By the "grotesque" disBguration of the dra托"the basic intentions" are lost

【128). Adomo retums to Gemany in order to overcome a double loss: tile

subjective loss of "childhood"; the objective loss of language, realized through

the experience of translation asan"impossibility" (insofar as it constitutesan

"impossible''assault on "intention"). Arguably, the sense of urgency

accompanyingthe "question as to what is German" originates in grief, a grief

that drives Adomo toanswer the question even as its askingrisks "reified

consclOuSneSS. "

Needless to say, Hou) GemlaTI Is lt continues to foreground the problem of

loss originating inthe tim)possibility of translation. As Germans, the characters

may be assumed to be speaking in German: which German, Abish simply

tran81ates･ The reader cannever be entirely clear whether this text faithfully

translatesanoriginalGermantext or whether there is such a thing as original

text atal1･ The uncertainly as to the linguistic loss deriving from translation is a

premise of the novel, as it were. To ask, ``How German is the German

language?" in Geman, and to pose the same question in English are not
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qualitatively equivalent acts･ That the novel is written in English may support

anassertion that the novel is less specifically about Germany than about

Americanized, "global,''standardized space; and yet we should not hastily

"reduce" the nDVerS PrOblematizing of language to the concept of globalization.

TheAmeriCanDaphne's account of a certain kind of loss caused by linguistic

situation illustrates the significance of what might be termed "loss of the

mother tongue"inthe novel･ The following passage brings us back to the issue

of the "払｣miliar."

Instead of reading on and on about the tenuousness, ambiguity, or

uncertainty of someone's feelings, she preferred to question the meaning

of a thing or the meaning of athought, preferably raising the question in

German, a foreign or at any rate adopted languagethat enabled her to

reduce these crucialquestions to pure signs, since in German the word

仇iT19andthe word thought did not immediately evoke in her brain the

multitudinous response it did in English, where the words, those

everyday words, Conjured upanentire panorama ofた皿iliar associations

that blunted the preciseness needed in order to bring her philosophical

investigation to a satisfactory conclusion Could this be the reason why

she had come to Germany? To think in German, to question herself in a

foreign language? (36)

Adomo suggests that German"seems to have a special elective affinity for

philosophyand especially for its speculative element," If Adorno'S "return" to

his first language coincideswithan"identification with the familiar,''Daphne's

preference for using the German lan糾age aS a tool for "philosophical

investigation''registers her dis-identification from the "familiar.''Asa self-

professed former student of Brumhold, Daphne radically deconstructs

Hemuth'S (if not Adorno'S) nationalistic, nativistic, and reified view of the

"speculative" quality of the German1anguage, by implying that 【at least f♭r her)

its "speculative" quality simply derives from its being "a foreign language,''In

other words, the Geman language enables her to pursue her "philosophical

investigations" precisely through a quality not specific to itself, through

becoming itself "pure signs," released from its putatively "speculative" quality.

The passage suggeststhat Daphne can"bring her philosophicalinvestigation to

a satisfactory conclusion" precisely through linguistic loss (the loss of her

mother tongue).
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Fittingly, Daphne, who chooses to be lost linguistically, does not "retum" to

America although she writes to Ulrich in a note that "I am returning to

America" (44),Whatever her true nationality, Daphne's remaining in Europe

contrastswithUlrich'S "retum" to Germany. If Ulrich retums to Germany to

face the problem of the "familiar," Daphne's lie in the note indicates her

essential indifference to the act of returning, Learning that her father is a

fomer president of "Dust Industries,'‥`one of America's largest amament

manufacturers/'Ulrich speculates, "that's why Daphne doesn'twish to speak

about her father" (39), If Ulrich projects his anxiety over the identity of his

father-that is, his anxietyabout the possible e叩)losioTI Of his mind due to the

``return" of "the memories of childhood"6 -Daphne's not being "the real

Daphne" mocks such a quasi-psychoanalytic, Oedipal interpretation 【53).

Arguably, Daphne's social and linguistic practices link her to the practices of

finance capital. less through her association with the massiveAmerican

military corporation or her possible connection with state power through

Dietrich, thanthrough her non-identity,flejdbility, ubiquity,and through her

freedom fromany kind of "retum." Instead of retuming to recover "anentire

panorama of familiar associations,''she changes her linguistic loss 【if her

"mother" tongue is indeed English) into a certain gain (the "satisfactory

conclusion" of her "philosophicalinvestigation"), as it were,

Daphne's involvement with Brumhold's philosophy underscores her

proximity to a reifying logic at work in the novel. As quoted earlier, she
"preferred to question the meaning of athing''【36); the term"meaning" is, in

Brurnl101d's formula, interchangeablewitha "thingliness," "that isintrinsic to

all things, regardless of their merit,their usefulness,and the degree of their

perfection" 【 19). The narTatOrfurther ju虹aposes "question(ing] the meaning of a

thing"with "measure(ing] the degree to which it is authentic, or German" (125)･
"Thingliness," in the novel, connotes German-ness･ We can here see the

subversive role of Daphneand of her indifference to "retum,"AsI have argued,

Daphne prefers to question "the meaning of a thing," perhaps as Bnlmhold did,

inthe German1anguage because the languageallows her to think in terms of
"pure signs." As a "JomwT'Student''of Brumhold (take note of the word "former"

here), she questions the "meaning" of a "thing," outside the context of "the

German uniqueness.'' Whatever weight her "philosophical investigation"

carries, She deconstructs Helmuth's stereotyped view regardingthe importance

of the Germanlanguage in Brumhold's philosophy, exposing the degree to

which the German language matters in the philosophy, not through its
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"German" or "intrinsic" quality, but through its non-Germanquality, or simply

through its being a language･While Daphne's preference for thinking in "pure

signs" evinces her affinity to a commodiかng logic, it also de-reifies Hemuth's

reifiedview of the language, Timothy Bewes writes:

ln this situation of progressive appropriation tor commodification],

implies Spivak, the commodity form itself may provide a means of

genuine resistance. Commodification, a托er all, bestows a power of

abstraction from one's immediate reality; commodity fetishism even offers

a means of passage out of materialistic thingitude-physically, by way of

the propensity of circulating goods to cross boundadesand frontiers, or

imaginatively, by way of the transcendence which attaches to the object

of fetishization-which constitutes that fetishization,and which elevates

the thing itself above both instrumentalityand exchange value, (76)

To be sure, the appearance of Dietrich in the finalsection may suggest that

Daphne symbolizes a woman under the control of a male associated with state

power. And yet Daphne's ubiquity and non-identity, and the concomitant

deconstruction of Ulrichi'S "retum" and Helmuth's view conceming "German-

ness," seem to offer a certain "means of passage out of materialisticthingitude/'

out of reified worlds.

3.

Daphne's preference for Germanto English in her philosophicalthinking

also indicatesthat, at least in theory, the true antithesis to the "familiar" is not

so much the "unfamiliar''7 tor liforeign") as it is "pure signs." Daplme does not

prefer to thinkinGermanbecause she values the "unfamiliar" tor, "the German

uniqueness"), but becausethe liberation from "anentire panorama of familiar

associations" enables her to "reduce these crucial questions to pure signs, Since

in Germanthe word thiTlg and the word tTtought did not immediately evoke in

her brainthe multitudinous response it did in English," If Daphne escapes the

familiar, she does so lessthroughthe recourse tothe "unfamiliar" thanthrough

anaccuracy of correspondence between signand referent, Daphne,inshort,

Seeks to stabilize the connection between the signandthe referent which has

been disturbed by "anentire panorama of familiar associations that blunted the

preciseness. ''
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Daphne'S (if not Brumhold'S) "philosophical investigations''do seem to

represent a certain utopic space of reification in which an object has an

adequate meaning. Yet Abish allows no easy solution to the problematic of the

familiar, For to stabilizethe connection between sign and referent is exactly

what the authorial habit of italicized interpolation prompts the reader to do.

The italicized interrogations 【e.g.,"W九al is well knownP W九al Ls TIOt kTIOWn?

What Ls sumlised? W九al is omittedP''8)and imperatives 【e.g,, "ATLSWer. Answer

fmmediatety'') imply a speech situation in which the addressee is Jorced to be

precise or to attach a single referent to a sign, Here, readers are denied the

freedom of choice which is given to Daphne;ineffect, readers are notallowed to

come up with "multitudinous response.''For the reader of the novel,

imprisonmentwithinthe familiar, or the stereotypical, is liable to take place

when precision is achieved･ Yet as Fluck argues forcefully, for Abish "talking

about the unnamable horrors of the Nazi past canalso become a cliche. In

order to prevent this, the sign has to be kept血'om a stable and habitualized

attachment to a referent that would restrain readers from exploring the full

range of semantic possibilities''(82). Why then does an aspect of the novel 【one

might even say, its implied speech situation) encourage abrupt and presumably

conciseanswers? "Ansu)er. Ansu)er immediately,''speaks to the tonal flatness of

the novel. "WTLat Ls well known? W九al is TIOt knowTl? W71αt is sumlised,"with its

implication of inte汀Ogation or linguistic instmction, requests that the text (as a

response) obstinately stays on the surface. Hence, perhaps, Abish's

unwnlingness to indulge in metaphor, The tone of How German Is It effectively

blocks the reader's attempt to "explorle] the full range of semantic possibilities."

me "coloring book" received by Ulrich in the mail from Daphne reiterates

the reader's necessary immersion in the process of familiarization. The

totalizing question which I mentioned in theintroduction, "Could everything be

differentr first occurs in the chapter wherethe coloring book appears (176).

The same question appears onthe "blackboard": "Another page of the coloring

book showed a schoolteacher, a young woman. in front of the blackboard,

pointingwitharu1er to the hand-lettered question: COULD EWRYTHING BE
DIFFERENTr (177). The "handllettered question" evidently links tothe word
"familiar," as written by Anna Heller "in large block letters''in her classroom

【119).

The point of this "hand-lettered question" in the coloring book, however, lies

as much in its enticing the reader to make such an association as in the

interplay of terms as such. Ulrich, looking atanother pageinwhich "a number
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of officers were listening to a senior officer, who was pointing toward the distant

hill," experiences a similar association of two images: "The pointing gesture

reminded Ulrich of the schoolteacher pointing at the blackboard" (178). Ulrich's

linking of two similar images suggests that one of the defining characteristics of

this coloring book lies in its imposition of association on its readers (including

Ulrich), The "busyairport" on "page one" reminds us of the "Germanairport"

mentionedinthe "page one" of the novel; a "work crew" "repairing a sewer pipe"

necessarily takes us to the repair of the sewer pipe which led to the discovery of

bodies; "a drawing of a young manwearing avisored military capand a striped

jersey" recalls the jacket of How GennaTI Is It; "anancient-looking railroad

freight car" reminds us of the "freight car" which carried foreign, mostly Jewish

workers to Daemiling (177-78). In short, what "English" did for Daphne

(causing her to avoid it),these drawings do for the reader, "Conjurling] up an

entire panorama of familiar associations,''The reader, like Ulrich seeing the
"pointing gesture," is caught up in a series of dejえーvues. The coloring book

serves as a tiny "replica" of the whole novel, as it were.

AsI have mentioned inthe first section,the officialattempt to concealthe
"skeletons" is flawed and the skeletons are made literary visible through

photographs by Rita. By juxtaposing images from very different locations, fhta

effectively exposes Helmuth's unconscious (or, perhaps more accurately, what

Helmuth finds unthinkable). Rita takes advantage of the medium of

photography, which allows such a "deliberately casual," "deliberately careless"

ju幻aposition, or parataxis. me coloring book, most of the material of which

derives from Rita's photographs,also represents such paratajds.When Ulrich

且nds a connection between the pointing gesture of A-a Heller andthat of a

"senior officer," he, Consciously or unconsciously, seems tc- expose a quasi-

military coerciveness at the heart of Anna's pedagogy,When Ulrich asks,
"Could one read anything into these drawings? Was it a messager he, in effect,

stands in for the reader (178). Consequently, We may argue that the reader is

tasked to find possible connections between apparently unlinked images in the

novel. In other words,the reader is urged to transcend the novers tonal flatness

by taking the coloring book as a gloss on, or exercise in, the activity of reading

across parataxes, Nonetheless, One should recognize that such active agency on

the part of the reader renects only one side of the coin. On the one hand, the

coloring book represents potentiality8;the reader is, in effect, she who "fillls] in"

the drawings and thereby completes them. On the other hand, however, the

coloring book orders the reader to paintthe drawings according to a code･ In
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Daphne's book,the order of coloring is given by "a tiny replica of the drawing":
"Printed beneath each drawing were the words: See color key inside front cover.

Also, a tiny replica of the drawing,with each object in the drawing bearing a

color key number" (177). The reader of the coloring book is forced to paintl

what are, in effect, already painted images; potentiality turns into the

abandonment of agency. The coloring book (if the code is followed) amounts to

aninstance of a book in which the reader is required to attach a single referent

to a sign-to be, that is, "precise.''Tbe question, "Could everything be

differentr precisely points to this ambivalence of potentiality and lack of

potential. If the "tiny replica" of each drawing metaphorizesthe significance of

the coloring bookinthe novel,and if the coloring book serves as a `Ltiny replica''

of the novel, We may conclude that the reader of the novel is also compelled to

engage in paratactic activity, but in a manner that reduces the potentiality of

the paratactic.9

4.

Adomo wrote to Benjaminthat "all reification is a forgetting" (qtd･ in Bewes

208), The skeletons embody "irreparable experiences,"and yet they fai1 to "blow

lup】''the forget血11mess of omcial culture 【205). Adorno decides to return to

Germany in order to face such "irreparable experiences/'thereby achievingan
"identificationwiththe familiar"; his essay registers the possibilitythat the

"familiar associations" of childhood will transcend the commodity'S

"spectacular" efforts to engineer thoseamnesiac responses which seem to be

emulated bythe narrator of How GelmaTI Is It. Daphne, meanwhile, seeks to

escape the "familiar associations" her native tongue conjures up by TIOt

returning. She remains, as it were, on "the edge of forgetfulness/'nle coloring

book, on the other hand, plays with the reader's memory. The book forces

readers to recall the images they witnessed and and some link between them･

The problem of the familiaralways in some wayinvolves the matter of memory･

In this section, in place of conclusion, I want to dig further intothis matter of

the awkwardand necessary relation between memoryand familiarization.Let

us retum to the coloring book in order to cla坤this issue.

Importantly,the narrator does not describe all the drawings in the coloring

book, but only the ones he has carefully selected; for example, We are not atall

sure what sort of drawings the book includes between "page eighteen''and

"page twenty-four" (178). By referring to the page numbers, Abish foregrounds
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the fact that the na汀atOr invites us to develop a certain association between

images even where other images are conspicuously omitted. Using phrases

applied to Rita'S "uniting of the prints,''the na汀atOr prompts the reader to

witness, in the coloring book, a "deliberately casual," "deliberately careless,"
``deliberately nonchalant''selection of drawings 【201).When we see Ulrich make

an association between the two drawings, we become aware that our own

associations may well be more or less controlled by the narrator. The

narrator's ostentatious selection of Daphne's drawings, in other words, makes

the reader conscious of the unselected drawings or unselected pages excluded

from the text, whichmight constitute the outside of "anentire panorama of

familiar association･''The coloring book connotes that showing is

simultaneously hiding, Or that seeing is simultaneously unseeing in the novel.

Arguably, the reversibility of visibility and invisibility,and of exposure and

hiding, constitutes a centralmotif in the novel. The discovery of the "bodies/'

for example, is narrated as a series of exposures, First, a "heavy downpour ,. ,

caved in, exposing a ruptured sewage pipe" 【136). The mayor presses the

"Department of Public Works" to complete the repair, which leads to workers'

"removingthe concrete chunksand the wet soil, exposing the massive sewage

pipe" and only eventually the mass grave 【138). This "exposing" requires

obfuscation insofar asthe "windows Df the bakery as well as thewindows ofal1

the other stores were coveredwith a fine gray film of dust" (138),and traffic to

the site of excavation is blocked by "guards" 【201). The exposure of bodies

coincideswith the attempt to make them invisible. The "Department of Public

Works" appropriates, secularizes,and privatizes them, Even as it reveals, so the

omcial response renders the bodies radically invisible-unidentifiable,

anonymous, multitudinous and silent. Exposure here is simultaneously

concealment; the reader never witnesses the actual bodies, she merely sees

Rita's photographs.

Tbe relation between Franz's scrupulous replication of camp Durst and

Helmuth'Sarchitecturalmodel of the police station links a reversibilitybetween

seeingand un-seeing to a reversibilitybetween rememberingamd forgetting. Not

only does Franz's model replicate "what had ultimately been destroyed to make

room for Brumholdstein,''but the replica is placedinthe "basement''or made

invisible to guests including Ulrichand Helmuth (158). Even Ulrich (Franz's

favorite) is granted no opportunity to see the model; the reader too remains

uninvited. The replica insists onthe presence of the absent camp, aLnd yet the

replica itself remains ultimately absent in the book. me replica, hidden in the
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basement from visitorsand readers, metaphorizes the camp fn its destTTOyed Tor

bulied) state rather thanthe camp that had once existed. Putanother way,

Franz exposes the destroyed camp in the very act of hiding it, Abish hangs a
"large reproduction of the destroyed police station" in Helmuth's room, as a

counterpart of Franz's replica,10thereby signaling the presence of absence: "In

the room in whichthey IUlrichand Helmuth] Were seated, Helmuthhad hung a

large reproduction of the destroyed police station in Wtirtenburg. Hargenaus do

not forget anything" (94),

"Hargenaus do not forget anything," should not, however, be taken as the

message of the "reproduction of the destroyed police station." If Hargenaus did

not indeed "forgle]t anything," Helmuth would have no need to make the

"reproduction"; he would simply remember it, as it was, The "reproduction"

performs Helmuth's forgetting of things by indicating that he needsthe model

in order to be reminded of the destruction. Referring to the uncovered

skeletons･ the narrator writes: "Furthermore, if the township were to burythe

skeletons, should it also then erect some sort of monument, Or would a simple

marker or grave stone suffice?" (191-92). The erection of a monument does not

signifythatpeople "do not forget anything"; on the contrary, the passage

suggests that to monumentalize is to forget "skeletons." Similarly, the point of

Helmuth'S "reproduction," of the "skeletons,"and of Franz's replica does not lie

in the danger of forgetfulness･ The imagined cursoly epitaph ("Men and women,

inmates of Durst･ Identity Unknm･ Cause of death, unknown･ May they rest

inpeace'') implies that the act of remembering itself is a formof fわrgetting, The

"precise''force of the following passage, which occurs in the first section of the

novel, suggests that to make "replicas" of "destroyed" objects is not to revere

the "past''or the "truth," but rather to fail to bearwitness to the arbitrary

nature ofanhistorical1y constructed "German" uniqueness, Or tO un-See the
"truth":

To his left, the old Jaeger Bridge, a graceful-looking bridge spanningthe

Neckar･ Or to be quite precise, a bridge也at resembled the old Jaeger in

every detail, the old Jaeger having been destroyed in the war. Replicas of

this kind testifyto a Germanreverence for the pastand for the truth, a

reverence for the formsand structures upon which so many of their

ideals have been emblazoned. (7)

Ama Hellermight be glossingthe narrator's account of the "old''Jaeger Bridge,
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in her emphasis on the ossification of memory, orthe familiarization involved in

the act of remembering:

lf we ever forget somethingthat is familiar, then, quite likely, someone

wi11 remind us, saying: You forgot to say good momingH.. Now, if we

think about the past, if we think about anything that happened in the

past: yesterday, the day befbre, a week ago, aren't we to some extent

thinking about something that we consider familiar? For if nothing else,

the memory, pleasant or unpleasant as it may be, has become a familiar

one.(121)

Ama, as it were, indicates that "the experience as remembered is not the same

asthe experience remembered''【Kermode 292). nle Substance ofAma's lecture

may lend itself to a comment from Frank Kermode's on memory:

So the concept of memory offered by psychoanalysis is at first sight

hostile to the truthof autobiography.What we prof由s to remember is

what we have devised to protect us from the truth;andthiswill be the

case even when, or perhaps especially when,the attempt to hide nothing

is exceptionally strenuous and well advertised, aswith Rousseau The

concept of Nac71traglicTlkeit explains how a past is recovered in a distorted

fom; a childhood memory becomes a trauma, a trauma not directly

associatedwith a "real" childhood memory. Memory invents a past. Its

reworkings defend us against the appalling timelessness of the

unconscious. What we remember we may remember because we are

forgettinginthe wrong way; Our remembering, then takes the formof

repetibon, of acting out. (295)

What we remember professedly protects us from the "truth of autobiography."

This is exactly what the last section ("Could everything be differentr) of the

novel, with its sudden psychoan叫ic tum, brings to the fわre. The recu汀ent

questioninthe finalsection, "Are memories only unre王iabte u)TIER they seTVe aS

an eq)lanatioTl?'suggests that the professedly announced memories direct us

away fromthe "truth of autobiography･" Ulrich's account of his childhood, given

to theanalyst, serves as a bTpical instance of "explanation" in which "memories

are unreliable.''His explicitly psychoanalytic confession about his origin

ostensibly lacks affect, After mentioning his convictionthat he is a "bastard,"
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Ulrich says to Dr. Magenbach: "I mention this because you said, Tell me

something about yourself, I mustalso add that I do not find it difficult to speak

about this, In general, if I have not done so in the past it was because I felt

hampered, constricted by convention, by a question of good taste" (250), For

Ulrich his earlier silence concerning his conception merely expresses his "good

taste''and accordancewith "Convention.''Ulrich, or perhaps Abish himself, who

many critics see as deliberately using a "neutralMl or affectless style in the

novel, seems accurately to illustrate what Fredric Jameson calls "the waning of

affect":

The end of the bourgeois ego, Or monad, no doubt bringswithit the end

of the psychopathologies of that ego-what I have been cal1ingthe waning

of affect, But it means the end of much more-the end, for example, of

style, in the sense of the unique and the personal, the end of the

distinctive individual brush stroke 【as symbolized by the emergent

primacy of mechanicalreproduction) , (Posfmodemism 15)

As what Jameson might term as an instance of "Ithe】 end of the

psychopathologly】 of that ego,''Ulrich's lack of affect points to a familiarization

of the activity of memory itself, whereby a psychoanalytic trauma tums itself

into a matter of "good taste" in order tin Kermode's terms) to ``defend against. H

the appalling timelessness of the unconscious." Intriguingly, Abish in a letter

to Martin wrote, of the conclusion to Hou) GeTmaTI Is It, that, "It】he memory of a

dreamto end an dreams is a vague statement. I had Hollywood in mind''【24l n,

24). That is to say, the final ambiguous, yet crucial sentence concerning

"memory" was written in association with an American incarnation of

c ommo dification.

While every act of rememberingand seeing in the novel canbe characterized

as a formof forgetting,and thereforeanunseeingthe "truth,"the novelalso

indicates that "lf]orgetting is the only way to remember" (Kermode 295). As I

have argued, the finalsection of the novel overtly dealswith the issue of

memory. It canhardly be a coincidencethat Daphne, who retums to the novel

inthis section, declaresthat she does "not remember," when asked by Dietrich

about how she has conducted her meetingwith Paula:

‥. You knew that she was fond of the beach. Fond of that untidy

wo血ng-class beach.
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I no longer remember, she saidwith a faraway look

Sure you do.

I no longer remember,

Ifyou concentrate hard enough, it'll come back to you, (225)

"Sure" Daphne remembers, but she professes that she does not If Dietrich here

represents "someone lwho]wi11 remind us, saying: You forgot to say good

moming," Daphne's remark invalidates such a "reminder"-and its attempt to

reduce the "past''to a "familiar''memory⊥because she does remember. Daphne

Seems to imply that she can "remember" her pastwith Paula only by professing

that she fわrgot it.

If we were to try to findthe "truth" of the novel, 0r the true representation of
"experience," perhaps we might identify it in Franz'S "howl.''12 Franz, who

"emerged from the warwithoutanyviSible scars," changes the invisible "scars"

intoanaudible butinarticulate "howl": "Only she lDoriS] Could read on his face

the howl that was to follow... this particularwi1d look signified a momentous

encounterwiththe past" (73). If the "howr signals the "truth of autobiography,"

the truth can be the truth only to the extent that it is inarticulate and

unknown. Put differently, the "encounter with the past''can only be

experienced as a sort of linguistic loss, or, as the impossibility of translation, If

Franz shows one extreme way of remembering the pastwithout reification,

Daphne's remark indicatesanother possible way of doing so-to articulate that

she has forgotten, Daphne's stake lies in her verbalizing the forgetfulness;in

starting from the ammouncement of the forgetfulness,

Adorno goes back to Germany because of "language"; he tries to recover

himself from the -`impossibility" of translation, He thus writes the essay in

German. He retums to Germany, in other words, in order to wTite in Geman･

Ulrich retums to Gemany in order to "start on another novel" among "the

people who speak the same language i do" (29). Both Adomoand Ulrich choose

to "retum" rather thanstayingwithin the "impossible''locus of translation, in

order to "write," even at the risk of a "reined consciousness," through an

"identificationwiththe familiar." Ulrich's writing of "another novel''professedly

involvesanattempt to forget the past ratherthanremembering it: "Was he

aware that he would eventually returnto Wtirtenburg and there, in a new

apartment, quietly piece together his next novel, a novel based on his six

months'stay in Paris, a novel based on his affairwith Marie-JeanFilebra, a

novel based on his desire to efface everything that had preceded his trip to
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Paris" 【17)･ Asked by Helmuth, "From where are you calling?''Ulrichanswers, "I

amretuming from the edge of forgetfuiness" (9),Whether Ulrich encountersthe
"past''or the "truth of autobiography" in Germany ultimately remains

ambiguous･ Yet he seems to suggest that the possibility of encountering the
"past" or "truth" occurs only when writing (i.e" the forgetting of or recovery

from linguistic loss) originates in the professed announcement of a certain

forgetfuln e ss.

Notes

1 I shall discuss this notion of "thingliness" later inthis paper.

2　Bewes's definition of the term is deliberately "crude," Fredric Jameson, for

example, defines the termin more specific terms: "The theory of reification (here

strongly overlaidwith Max Weber'Sanalysis of rationalization) describesthe way in

which, under capitalism, the older traditional forms of human activity are

instrumentally reorganizedand 'taylorized ,'analytical1y fragmented and reconstructed

according to various rationalmodels of efficiency,and essentially restructuredalong

the lines of a differentiation between meanSand ends" (S申TlatureS OJ仇e Visible 10). i

here want to draw upon Bewes's more "Crude" definition because Bewes's account is,

inits crudityand totalizing feature, more akin tothe notion of the `泡miliar''in the

noveland therefore seems useful inanalyzing the text.

3　See the passage from Adomo's essay lwill quote toward the end of the section.

4　Anthony Schirato arguesthat "Rita's photographs blatantly attempt to enforce a

reading of Brumholdstein's concentration camp legacy" (80).

5　Houen, Wotipkaand Varsavaalso briefly mention Adomo's essay (Houen 219,

Wotipka 503 and Versava 1 02-03).

6　At the scene where Helmuth takes Ulrich to the "bunker,''asked by Ulricb, "What

is it that you want me to see?" Helmuth says, "Somethingthatwill bring back the

memories of childhood. Something thatwill blow your mind." "Isthat what I needy

answers Ulrich t205).

7　The "unfamiliar,''in a sense, isalways already reified or familiarized: the na汀atOr

writes, for instance, that "all photographs" today should "satisfythe longing forthe

unexpected, the unfamiliar" (199)･ The "unfamiliar" is in itself an object of

consumption here.

8 1n a somewhat different context, Houenalso discusses potentiality, See 218-19.

9　The agency of the reader isalso foregrounded bythe self-referentialgraffiti inthe

toilet of the Pfaume: "Must one read仇e wTitiTtg OTl仇e u)all?'【155)I me imperative

statement, "Answer･ Answer immediately''wouldalso involve a similar issue. Schirato

obseⅣes that the imperative statement "might be read as a narrative attempt to
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harass the reader into丘nding an explanation for, and making a judgment about,

Ulrich's behavior" (82),

10　Schirato maintains that the narrative makes a frequent use of "pairingsand

parallels" t83). Franz's replicaand Helmuth's reproduction seem to make one of such

parings. Franz himself says that the model "is likeanarchiectual model''(1 56).
ll For example,Alexander Houen writes: "A primarily polyvocalnovel is not readily

acceptable to Ulrich however, He would rather haveall the different characters speak

inthe same neutered voice" (207), Also see Wotipka 507and Peyser 254.
12 wotipka, for instance, argues that the howl "most effectively fulfills the

defamiliariZing role of terror" [5 14)･
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