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9: Sibylle Berg, Die Fabrz Literature,
Germanness, and Globalization

Emily Jeremiah

HE QUESTION OF CONTEMPORARY German national identity is uniguely

vexed. The legacy of National Socialism, the ongoing effects of reuni-
fication, the challenges of multiculruralism and of globalization -— all of
these combine to create a fascinating case study: “Germanness” is a shift-
ing construct that is franglt with difficaltes. It is 2 matrer that has been
hotly and widely debated within Germany over the past decades.? The
discursive construction and contestation of Germanness have logically
formed the subject of pumerous discussions in German literary and cul-
tural studies, which examine, among other topics, memory and history,
Last and West Germanness, Turkish-German culrure, Jewish identities,
and gender and nation.? This chapter aims to contribute to such investiga-
tions through a reading of Sibyile Berg’s 2007 novel Die Fabre {The jour-
ney), in partcular by building on work concerning globalization and
(Germanness.?

Debares ebout national identity have complex histories and contexts,
nowhere more so than in the Berlin Republic. Because of the especial dif-
ficulty of the German case, and the self-reflexivity manifested in the
numerous political and popular discussions of German nadonal identity in
recent decades, Germany has been described by Stephen Brockmann as
“postnmational,” that s, as a nasion in which the very concept of naton is
open o guestion.* Owing o irs horrific nistory, Brockmann argues,
Germany is well positioned to attempt the creation of an unconventional
national identity, one that involves as much self-questioning as it does self-
affirmation.” Berg’s questing, questioning novel is German in Brockmann’s
posinational sense. At the same time, however, Brockmann’s deployment
of the term “Germany™ must be carefully scrutinized, for ir performs a
homogenizing gesture. Which Germany is in fact well positioned to be
questioning and creasive? Arguably, it is only a smail minority of Germans
that is so positioned and/or minded. A quizzical stance is perhaps the
preserve of a privileged few. And fantasies of fixity and security undeniably
persist in the German context, with Hedmar in particular serving a con-
solatory functon.
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Heimat — “home(land}” or “home region” —is 2 mo»a.mm,mwmmﬁmn in
German cuoltore that connotes “shelteredness and W&.Bce.. Iris ant
intrinsically conservative construct involving idealized notions of family
and nature, in which these are strongly marked with nomSwmmwS& mmmuﬁ%.
fions about gender” It is an idea of condnuing Hnwne«.mwnm in m‘a. wrw c”
Republic, as Peter Blickle asserts and as Berg’s BOS.& criticaily implies. Yor
Blickle, Heimat remains a formative and all-pervasive element om German
culture, constituting a crucial aspect of German m.&m.ﬁﬁ.nnnﬁou? .Mm.wswgw
has a complex relationship with German mmﬁommmaﬁreéﬂﬁ.. Swm e it va
historically been nsed to yoke together 2 “nation of provingials,” as Ce 2
Applegate has demonstrated,’ it is also an mm:mmﬁ@m& CONSLLUCT ~— m_Eum_;.
one that paradoxically has served to support a broad and not clearly
defined nationalism * .

A renewed atrachment to this trope or dream is in evidence. In postu-
nification Fast Germany especially, ﬂnoﬂnﬁmmmﬁ and consciousness of
Heimar have been reasscrting themsclves steadily.!* The Bast @.mﬁﬁmm turn
0 Heimarcan be linked to the questons of Ogtalgic——2 uomﬁm%m_.np:% indul-
gent view of the GDR past — and of an Hastern u_.éwm”:.m%n&mw a &nmmwﬁ
assertion of a specifically East German identty in opposition £ rmmnnnyoEm
West Gerrnan values and assumptions.}? Disconrses surrounding home
and “belonging” are thus continually reworked to .mﬁ shifting n.om.mnxwm Em&
agendas. In the Berlin Republic as a whole, the reliance on .m,ﬁa.“.nw mwm ¢
viewed as key to the German reaction o “the shock of mﬁwm&wmﬁon —
Berg’s novel both acknowledges this shock .Ea. undermines mﬂnﬁwﬁ,m o
lessen ir through Hedmar fantasies. The Em%nnﬁom mom.. mcmw,mm:mumw.? can
itself be seen as an interesting example of glocalization, E<o?5m as it does
a local or national response to global forces.'* But one .Q:Eoﬂ m:.nms. read
Heimar as standing for the national, as opposed 10 &n global; m.m&ﬁ.aw con-
notes regiopalism as much as, or indeed more than, it does nation.

Heimat thos demonstrates the difficulty of a;nsmmb.mrum the many
factors involved in the constructon of {German) ﬂnﬂﬂ@. - mnmﬂommr
national, and global. This last ferm is crucial for a reading A.um Berg’s novel,
which constitutes a response 1o and 4 COmment oo a globalized s.o.mﬂ, one
characterized by the crosion of natiosal borders, ngwmn.aeﬁn,mom?mw_nmﬁnm
communication technologies, and increased ease Qw travel ' In this con-
text, the naton -— 4 reladvely recent consruct —— 18 Emc.mm.? less m.mrwmﬂ
than before. Bui a5 Craig Calhoun argues, the nanion mﬂ:. holds signifi-
cance, with nationalism remaining a powerful Hw.oqnn‘f F.Smm the global
against the national 15 In any case not 2 heipful move, since both are at
work in the construction of the postmodern {German) ma_u_mnﬁ mwosm with
regional identity, gender, ethnicity, sexuality, age: a list that inevitably con-
cludes with “an embarrassed ete.”* o

Die Fabrt engages with the issues of nadon and/or postpation in
instructive ways. It undermines globalization as an ideal, #xposing its dis-
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contenzs.t? But it does not flee from the world at large to take refige in
idealizadons of Germanness or Hedmar. Instead, it offers a complex vision
of wransnatonal, interconnected subjects. It puts forward and practices
what might be termed 2 pomadic cthics — a way of conceiving ethical
relationatity that acconnts for and indeed welcomes mobility and multiplic-
ity — in particular by means of its form and technique. The novel shows
that the global and the national are intertwined, making a renewed case for
the glocal, Indeed, literature in general both demonstrates and enacts the
meshing that the term “glocal” implies. Literature involves an encounter
berween self and other, decentering unitary models of (national) idendry
and promoting a vision of the subject as fluid, multple, and relatonal.

Berg and Pop Literature

Sibylle Berg was born in 1962 in Weimar and now lives in Zurich. In 1984,
she left the GDIR for West Germany, being freigekauft {bought free of the
regime). In 1997, she published her first novel, Ein paar Lense suchen das
Gliick und lachen sich iot {A couple of people seek happiness and laugh
themselves to death). Berg is the author of six novels aitogether, as well as
of essays, newspaper columns, and plavs. In 2008, she won the Wolfgang
Koeppen Prize. The four novels that precede Die Fabrt present thematic
concerns and formal techniques that are revisited by the later novel; they
have also helped to construct Berg’s persona and her status as & writer of
Pop-Literatur, :

Fin paar Lewte consists of numerous short chapters narrated by or
from the point of view of various characters whose lives overlap; such criss-
crossing and multiplicity led one citic to comment: “Promiscuity has
become form, so to speak.”?® Such “promiscuity,” also found in Die Fakbrr,
implies multiplicity and Interactivity; the subject is not static, bat always on
the move and encountering others. Moritz Bafler likens Berg’s technique
here to that of films such as Jim Jarmusch’s Mystery Tratn and Robert
Altman’s Shorr Cuts, thus drawing atrention to the text’s filmic qualites:
swift changes of scene and the use of montage.*! Such cinematic tech-
niques are reprised in Die Fabre. The laconic, ironic tone and black humeor
of Berg’s first novel are also echoed in later works. Again like Die Fabrr,
Ein panr Lewte fearures characters aimliessly on the move. Characters seek
love and fulfillment but are foiled, failure and frustration are the norm, and
most of the protagonists die in gruesome ways, The rext also includes a
number of pronouncements on the state of the world. This is a world of
unreality, insubstantality, a world of no fixed values and of mindless, ram-
pant consumerism.®? Berg has been described as “an expert in cynicism,™??
and her work is in geperal shot through with bieakness. Ein paar Lente
refuses easy identification; the narration here is self-reflexive, the jokey nar-
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ratorial asides drawing attention to the construcredness of the literary text
and creating an zlienating effect. However, the briskness and humor of the
novel mean that it is extremely readable® like Diz Faket burt unlike cerrain
of the later works.

Sex IT {1998), for example, features a deracinated protagonist who
wanders through a city over a period of twenty-four hours, observing, and
seerning to enter the coniciousness of, many of iws inhabitants; her first-
person narrative is interrnpted by third-person passages telling of the
experience of these others. The characrers — if they can be termed such
- are summed up brusquely at the beginaing of their respective sections:
for example, “Rosa, 33. Teacher, does creative writing, falls in love a lot.
Unhappily. Not particutarly contented, no reason o be.”?® The figures
encountered are in the main faflures, perverts, and depressives. The stag-
nant nature of the novel’s plot, and the unremitting blackness of its vision,
make for a forbidding read. Amerika (1999) is similarly deflating: the
America of the title 1 a site of fantasies that are to remain unrealized for
the novel’s characters; again, disappointment and failure reign. Dic Fabrs
will explore further che disappointment inherent in dreams of escape. Like
these earlier works, it, too, features numerous characters, whose very
numerousness involves a challenge to ideals of uniqueness and individual-
ity, let alone heroism. In Die Fabre, however, such a chalienge opens up
new ways of conceiving subjectivity and ethics,

Ende gut {2004), in contrast, offers very lirtle.hope. It features a hero-
inc who cznnot be described as such unproblematically; the work itself
alludes to and undermines the notion of literary heroism . It is a poly-
phonic text, consisting of numerous disembodied pronouncements by
various subjects. There is no unifying narrative voice here, and the texris

disorienting, even off-putting. Voices seem simply o emerge, clashing and
canceling each other out. The work thus stages postmodernist uncertainty,
demonstrating the crisis of values that it explicitly thematizes. It swongly
recalls the work of Elfriede Jelinek at points, with caustic observations
about sex and family, and mocking citatons of dominant discourses;
Jelinek is, in fact, mentioned in the text {36). Ende gut functions, among
other things, as a radical deconstruction of the novel. Within the text,
other novels are mentioned dismissively; one character has been given a
book by Giiprer Grass as a present: “Wasn’t up to much,” is her comment
(79). Authors like Nick Hornby, Joan Irving, and Jonathan Franzen are
name-checked, but they stand only as brands, comparable to the many
other labels that are mentioned here. This is a grotesque and surrealist wexs,
featuring apocalyptic, gory scenes, It alludes often o islamist terrorism
and millennial anxieties. It is comparable in vision to the work of Michel
Houcllebeey, who is mentioned here and eisewhere by Berg.?” Like previ-
ous works, it addresses the state of the world, with characters offering such
anmalyses as: “we are the generation that is nothing” (100). This is 2 world
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%Qﬂn with information, which has a paralyzing effect on its consumers
woa.ﬁm. wﬁw,n become impotent in this v.omgmamw world —- U,Eﬁmm WQ.MW.M
mnn.ﬁmmm:&nmnﬁ Diz Fabrt, too, portrays human subiects as insienifi e
~adrift, and bewildered. o H Temen
Berg’s savageness is often accompanied by playfulness, evident also in
her self-presentation. Berg can be seen as a m‘oEw.‘mﬁnmdnaumnm 5aVVY mar-
Wnﬂn.ﬁ of ber work and her brand. She has 2 stylish website and is an mzmz“.
siastic tweeter on Twitter.”® The cover of \wﬁ.mum first novel fearures a
head-and-shoukler shot of the author lying in bed, apparentiv naked under
,@n sheets, holding a cigarstre and looking at the nmb.hnnw.fﬁwﬂ mzmﬂomuw
image -— youthful, sexualized — is integral ro this book as product Hw,
author is quoied on the back of the 2008 Reclam edidon as Q&BE. nrn
book is perfect for depressive nineteen- to rwenty-five-vear-olds OW %m
one rmﬁmﬂ Berg is here mocking discourses associated with mewwmu mmm
maﬁhceﬁmw on the other, she is assisting in the cultivation of mﬁmo
brand, mmm.oﬂmqwm it with a saleable youthful melancholy. o
. A similar ambivalence is ar work in the author Ecm@mw% in Ende gut,
which reads; “Sibyile Berg, born not so long ago in Weimar has mnmgmw
WQ %Ucﬁ. novel been considered the ‘mother’ mm\,&mﬁhgmy& o.w new
Aunw.:.umn literature. She could do without that.” This {self-Ydescription
mwmwuohmhwﬁm teasingly both inside and outside contemporary EQMQW
- mewﬁc MMMG%QMWUMBM%MMWM %% MMM.»W? suggesting a &.mncamoﬁ with
: ; Bed 3 n not long ago, but is now already
.Ew Sa&.:aﬁmx The description ends: “Sibylle Berg lives in Zurich because
1ts so mice there.” This bland explanation serves to suggest decper MMM
more complex motives, raising the question of Berg's relationship to he
wwﬁn_ﬁa —a queston perrinent to a reading of Die Fabre Hwamﬁmm M
biography is perhaps especially salient when it comes to nomamamm ,w... ;
ymmmm_” novel, which features a writer living in Switzerland.? Ber Mm%.r mﬁww
offers up self-portraits, but as is the case with the cover ow \»x\&“\m»& SMMUW
features a heavily made-up, claborately costumed Berg 3 such i s e
self-consciously artificial and partial. v e e
oot with e o) P e e b, S
; A g included, for example, in
wn,"@mq s @.oow Dey deutsche Pop-Roman (The German pop novel) .NWSH
Literarur is 2 term that is hard to pin down, but for Thomas mnsmw. con-
temporary pop literature in German appears to be a reaction 1o a nﬁwm wm
éoaﬂu one nwﬁmn.mnmﬁnm by the dissolurion of npational borders wnammdq
Americanization.? This description certainly applies to mmawum garaﬁ Egnm
can also be ser convincingly alongside other German-language 18“& tt
M_.msn been labeled xw@m.s Ein paar Lewte is comparable :uu Ingo WQEMN%M
wpile Stovys, whose interlocking stories owe a debrt to Raymond Carver
m,ua to Robert Altman. Berg’s spare prose, disaffected characters. and all .
sien to brands recall Chrisdan Kraciat’s Faserlpnd, iwseif _.bmﬁnmmnm.g mMn
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work of Bret Easton Ellis. And Berg’s Qﬁmm.omm:mw. is qQﬂEMMMMM MM
Thomas Meinecke’s Tomboy, for Gﬂm%nmaw éw:,nw mrcanﬂ re Mma ey 0
academic discourse and popular nmﬁmwc.. Thus, Berg can plausibly

as a practirioner of intertexrual, international pop.

Die Eabre

e Fabrr constitutes 2 revarn to the accessibilicy of Berg’s mwm.w Jcémnm wcmm
: ] : ativ tis not endrely suffused
! er and sprightly narrative tha y
texts offer a humorous and Jos endeely suffused
i redecessors an
i ici ¢ is a softer work than most of its p
in cynicism and gore, Ivis © than e o
i : ing moralistic.** The novel has
has even been accused of being e ; S cop
it fi st for the
i 5 ; it ed the basis of the podea . .
nized as marketable; it form k . . i
Frankfurr Book Fair. But for all its palatable and commercial qualities, this
is 2 i fioning novel. . o
is a probing and ques ! o , ]
Die Fabrt is also 2 dizzying work; it is Bﬁm@nwmmnwwﬁr its E.md
N . . X .. . ; i
erson narration hopping in and out of different points of view, as well as
P 1 :
multi- and transmational, The numerous characrers encounter one mmomwo%
] 1 i hat i e sclang
clash, patt, or miss each other, in locations that include @wmgms.w\m.wrn@ ,
: , ai States i om.
H%w&, Chinz, India, the United States, and the w::wa o MW lom.
crer i i or in flig
) . n the move, in pursuit o g :
Characters are most often o u g from
i na exemplifies this
1 s obscure. Globetrotter Hele
something that remain . : s
rendency: “Helena . . . was copstantly searching for moanmrﬁm %wm% "
£ . : Ts s
found mote meaningful than berself.”#¥ We have here mw mm&.mbm s o
subjects characterized by restessness and noomnm.mwnmm. Gumgr.nom% warch
,mcw meaning in the context of lives that seem arbitrary and _w.oSMu A.wm,m L
] , = LE Y
vision familiar from other of Berg’s texts. As o.ﬂasnrm%rwnn in
reflects: “Most people just iind of end up in a life” (92). , et and
With its focus on mobility, Berg’s novel can be seen a8 Mw ?\mx uct :
g {izati it ical regarding the benehits ¢
: zation, but it is skeptical regar cfits
an enactment of globalization, eptical dir © Dener
itti . on globahization
imi eme ttily critiques facile discourses :
unlimited movement, It wittily . lobalization
in which disembodied sabjects roam the globe mmwwogaﬂmmrmmw W :M e
aid of technology;™ sach discourses are subjecied here to rony, nmm partic .
| g : i i i age an
-lar through the figure of Frank, Frank, who is approaching wa e mnmam "
s $= s R o . e . 1 verly mﬁwm 3 ,
Berlin, a city depicted as overl
lcads a dull and solated life in X v deploted & : t
: S 1 Ath far-flung acquaintances
i He keeps in contact with far-flung
soulless, and fragmented. . g uances
and friends via the Tnternet; his promises to go and stay with wgn,w conta -
are never realized {15-16). Frank’s isolation serves 1o expose contemp
, i i bstd [ caning-
rary communication technologies as Emaaaamﬁmmmmowwﬁrﬁnw tor WMR wo_m
X i i Srank he 7 eimat, we S
i nk has never had a N
ful, sustained reladonships. Fra : told,
womumm» “You don’t find a homeland on the Internet or by means .9 wmmnm
- ~ . 1
tic toing and froing” (17). This asserton points, 2gain, to the isolation www
. H 5 o al-
rootlessness of the contemporary giobal subjecr, but it also mountsa ¢
lenge to Hefmat, revealed hers as an absent referent.
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Saskia Sassen has observed thar the contemporary einphasis on tran-
snztionalism and hypermobility has given rise 1o 2 widespread feeling of
powerlessness among local actors, and a sense thar resistance s furife 2%
Berg's Frank lacks a sense of agency, having long ago given up on the idea
of changing the world, and he can thus be seen as a disempowered local
actor (17); this sense of passivity and despair is familiar from other of
Berg’s works. Failing to find Heimat on the Internet, Frank opts for fran-
Ge toing and froing. Experiencing a sense of restlessness one weel, he
concludes that he has been struck by “Reiselust™ (a desire to travel), and
books a trip to Shanghai on the laternet — a decision he immediacely
regrets. On his way to the airport, Frank considers turning back, but
chides himself that his life- will otherwise be totally predictable. He then
wonders whar would be wrong with that, Frank boards the airplane but
then flees, exhilarated ( 118]. The ideal of joyous mobility, of liberating
nomadism, is thus undermined. While habit and the everyday can be dead-
ening, the novel points out, they also serve a useful protective funcrion;
another character, Ruth, leaves Berlin for Tef Aviv, where the absurdiey of
her existence becomes even more undeniable than before since it is not
glossed over by the comforting if empry rituals of sociaf Life {167}. Frank
does eventually leave Berlin, however, to find 2 Heimar in Iceland, where
he experiences a sense of peace and a loving relationship with Ruth, cuc
short by his death from cancer. There is ac happy end here, then, but
Frank at feast glimpses happiness — away from Germany.

Leaving Germany is not necessarily a solution for all. Helena, who
hates her life, takes refage in ceaseiess tavel, and in “rantra, reiki, the
works” (26, 27), She rakes a consumerist, superficial view of other cultures
— Wt are informed that she has visited nearly all the countries covered by

the Lonely Planet series (27). Her ignorance means thar she receives

insults in a foreign rongue with uncomprehending hamility: “She had
smiled when the locals insulted ber, and when they said vou ugly plece of
white sausage, she nodded . . . ang thanked them humbly, using the few
sentences she’d picked up beforehand from the guidebook™ (27). in India,
Helena exemplifies colonial atttudes commen among Western visitors,
who overlook the country’s realities {141;. Such visitors hold patronizing
artitudes toward the “natives,” satirized eisewliere by Peter, the proprietor
of a hote! in S Lanka: “yvou sweet little natives, just YOu stay innocent
row, or what we think of as innocent” {(93). Helena’s realization that
Indians are people comes as a shock to her, countering as ir does her
habirual othering {146). Her naivery leads her into absurd and perilons
situations, as when she finds hersclf living among Brazilian gold-diggers
— who offer a Atting symbol of the largely hopeless guesting of the novel's
protagonists (60}, Rather than finding herself through wavel, Helena in
fact loses part of her self, feeling that wavel has transformed her mro g
person she does not yer know (271). Helena’s journeving could be scen as
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representative of Germany’s search for a new “global” identity — a searc
that here seems futile and ridiculous.®® Helena eventually finds a home in
an alternative community in Fiissen, Bavaria: a comicaily batheric conclu-
sion to her international exploits (342),

Travel, then, is often disappointing, as well as ethically dubious.
Tourism is & superficial “viewing of foreign lives” (48), fueled by a desper-
ate and misguided desire for authenticity (44). Perer is irked by what he
terms the “We-want-ro-live-like-the natives-lot” (93). Mobility — more
precisely, travel for the parpose of leisure — is a shameless fuxury, For
slam-dweller Amirita, there is “no elsewhere” {148). Amirita dreams of
being an air hostess, a dream that appears cruelly impossible and that high-
lights the injustice of the world order (151).% Thus, the novel undermines
itlusions of unhampered mobility and escape, asserting economic and exis-
tential realitiés. The quotidian is inevitably demanding and draining {37).
Banality is inescapable, as Frank realizes: “cverywhere fooked like some-
thing” (16). For most people, in any case, what is important is food, fam-
iy, and TV: daily, local practices and pleasures {37). Habit might be
deadening, bur ir is also useful in mainmaining mental health. While con-
temporary — popular and academic — discourses might affirrn mobiliry as
a lifestvle choice, or as paradigmatic of new and radical ways of being and
thinking, it i not necessarily healthy, and is in any case only open o 2
privileged few.

The myth of globalization as a source of wealth and freedom for all is
undermined in the novel, as dreams of 2 better life are shown to founder.
Gulzada, for example, moves to New York from Kyrgyzstan and is soon
disillusioned (223). As Sassen points out, the global ity does not offer a
leve] playing field o its players: “Global cities are sites for the overvaloriza-
tion of corporate capital and the further devalorization of disadvanzaged

econemic actors.™® New York is indeed viewed by one character in Lie
Fakre as a lethal money-making machine (212}, and the narrator refers
explicitly refers to- “globalization’s losers™ (148).- Globalization resules in
sterile homogenization; in Vienna, Pia observes: “Mango and Zara . . .
Schlecker and Nordsee . . . was there no end 10 27 (224).

Heimat and /or Germanness?

Hefmat has acted as 2 refuge from globalizadon in the German context
w—and it is 2 myth that is puncrured here, Germany is depicted in ancom-
fortable terms. Returning to Germany affer a long absence, Pia derects a
specifically German form of “joylessness” 1n evidence {281).% The German
flags she observes in Bayreuth, where the Wagner festival is being held,
provoke fear in her — a detail that implies discomfort with German nation-

[

alism {282). Pia asks herself: “Just what has become of the Germanst™ —a
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_.WﬁOﬁnmw guestion that can be seen 25 emblematic of the auizzical
Cmngmﬁsgm thar Brockmann identifies (284}, Return to @naﬁm&m Mo,wr,
not bring abour fulfillment and peace, as it does in the paditional N.W&Eﬁm
uﬁnwﬂ%a.g German nationalism is lampooned here. Emmﬁﬁam,q %cnnﬁ‘
fanaticism gives Germanps a sense of being and belonging: “and %ﬁﬁowm
was finally someone, an us” {2243, Naticnal identity is in fact a matter of
mvmmnﬂ Eo. narrator points out {229). The narrator abserves of the fans:

the globalized populadon of the world reeied through the summer mEa.
played ar nationalism” {224}, thereby andermining a sense of national
belonging; in fact, the population is “globalized.”#!

Germanness remains, however, as a restrictive and exclusionary con-
struct. Ruth, 2 German Jew, eravels from Berlin to Tel Aviv, but o:(nn she
is there — no longer anders {other) as a Jew — she finds kwﬂ.mnm. adrift
mvn retuarns to Germany, perhaps accepting her Germanness (169 Hmc,\,.
However, this decision is complicated when Ruth finds herself :mm Uan.
Ewm very foreign” (2643, and considers alrernative places to tive
Numbing herself with medication, she attempts to imagine a better mmn.
for herselfin Berlin. The chapter ends with an ellipsis, perhaps seggesting
%ﬂ. a German-Jewish identity is unimaginable. Ruath leaves @mnﬂmmﬂ
again, to find love with the dying Frank in Iceland. Jenny, who is
German-Chinese, offers another case study of alienation. &Em mw:.w
QJQWHE herself German, she is often complimented on how good her
Germap is or asked how things are in her country, when “her country
was Germany, whether she liked it or not” (129}, Jenny goes to China
on a quest to understand her father and herself, Her .mn?.mm&cmm are :o.ﬂ
w_mcowxmwu_n and she wishes to go home, yearning for “democracy, civiliza-
ton, &.m.ow that” (162). There is here 2 Q@ch wry and mﬂwﬂ.mca qﬁmm-
ment of .Dwmowm:ﬂn Fenny might not like OQ._&ESJ. and other Dﬂ.m..mma
may act in a way that excludes her, but it is her counery and other ncﬁm,.
tries might not be more to her liking. =

Such a nuanced approach is also evident in the handling of the issue
omu multiculturalism. Fatma is the only Muslim girl in her class in a mnﬁwog
.mm:oor “and somehow she was nothing” (292): a crivicism of GQE.,W;
Eﬂowﬁmwnn and xenophobia. Yet naive liberal discourses concerning mult-
nﬂwmmm_aﬁ are also critiqued, Pia, in Whitechapel, views her waﬁoms&mqm
with distaste, and reflects, in light of the Muslin women arcund her: n:onr
locks to multiculturalism if it meant vou'd haye o put on a veil™ { m,:v .

Aesthetic, Ethics, Identity

w he Abo,“mem manw.bhmcm shores up its message. The narrative often relies on
,ooMﬁn exaggeranon or distordon (see, for example, 38, 251). In addition

. .. : . i ’
it frequently practices a deadpan citaton of dominant assumptions: for
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example, “Helena was 2 woman and equipped with faulty ﬂm.sa[wwma&
ability™ {183). German notons of leisure and pleasure are witdly decon-
structed when Fiissen is described as being “what the average German
means by a ‘Nice Place™ (286), The novel is drational, then, quoting
discourses to undermine them. In this way, it opposes what the narrator
sees as a habitual, widespread lack of self-questioning. People are described
as acting as they think adults act, and it is this failore to @dnmaom that
renders the world so dreary (20). Such an adoption of de riguenr atdrudes
is found in the mothers in a Berlin café who are “terribly environmentally
aware and thick™ (17). The use of “and™ here, and in the descripdon of
Helena above, has 2 jolting effect that troubles comrnon-sense bom.osm of
logic and causality: in the first case, by ironizing biologistic conceptions of
gender, with their facile explanations of human _umwm:;o_‘., and in the second
case by hinging together usually unrelated nodons Aomﬂﬁoﬁan:ﬂrmﬁ and
stupidity), and so overturning a widely held liberal view that environmen-
ral awareness is the mark of superior intelligence and of moral stazure.
Here, it is a sign of superficial wendiness. )

The novel explicitly asks where ideas come from, concluding %n.w
come from television and one’s parents and neighbors (180). Ideology is
a fashionabie indulgence. Peter, we learn, used 1o be left wing: nnn.:dm.nc.
nism, Mao, squarting, auclear power demos - the worls” {93). .Hﬁ is clear
to Peter now that he had just wanted to be different; in fact, his wmnﬂpw.w
adoption of causes only makes him into a stereotype. Received wisdom is
Ummmmm& about and unguestioningly assumed. As one character, Pia, FE,D.F
one can guestion onesclf, and the result can be liberating. One can avoid
holidays if one does not enjoy them, or put aside books that are not to
one’s wmmwﬁ but self-scrutiny is necessary for the establishment of one’s
wue desives and inclinations. Thus, as Pia perceives: “The reward for the
effort involved in questioning onesclf is personal freedom™ (181} .Jwrm
novel’s mocking citarionality upholds and hetghrens its critique of received
wisdom,

Similarly, the critique of individualism found in the work is mirrored
and strengrhened by its muldperspectival form. When Helena nnumwam.ﬁvmm
Indians are real, the narrative point of view swirches to that of Amirita,
one such real Indian, who locks on Helena with scorn. This shift in per-
spective refleces and enacts a challenge to the colonial gaze thar is else-
where denounced (146). It also challenges the nodon of the 5&4.&5_.
subject as stable and intact. One characrer, Brian, mounts 2 critique of
individualism, asking when individuals first began to deem themseives
such (96). Individualism involves unhealthy dejusions o“m mwmmmmﬂh
According to Brian, it arises from excessive consumption of the media,
therapy, and the fact that stardom now seems available to all (97). Helena,
who has grown up in the context of “individualism contingent upon
underpopulation,” has to confront the fact in India that, were she ro die,
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it would not signify much (143). In this way, Western individualism is
contextmalized and critiqued.

Brian also offers an interesting perspective on the notion of difference,
a key term ip critical theory of recent decades. According to Brian, unique-
ness and difference are wrorigly prized, and indeed illusory; “The homan
being s a replaceable part of a large mass” (97). Difference, then, should
not be fetishized, being always relative. The povel’s form — the use of
erlehre Rede {free indircet discourse) and numerous points of view, the
mobile network of characrers — also suggests that individual identities are
porous and overlapping, or “nomadic,” in Rosi Braidotti’s sense *2 The
subject Is not stable or discreve, but rather shifting and relational, The
novel’s technique recalls Sara Ahmed’s description of idendry formation as
taking place through encounters between subjects.*® The tex: proposes
and practices 2 relational nomadic ethics, for reladonality is ulrimarely cel-
ebrated here. While the characters’ quests for meaningful refationships arc
largely ridiculous and unsuccessful, the questing itself is perhaps not so
derisory. In the opening chapter of the novel, the recently widowed
Gunner reflects: “After all, life was only bearable with another person”
(13). The novel ends with Ruth and rhe dying Frank enrwined in bed in
Gunaer’s house {345} .

Different viewpoints do not necessarily cancel each other out, then;
there is the possibility that (fleeting) murnal understanding can be
achieved. The multiplicity and mobility of postmodern subjectivity does
not necessarily spell the end of beneficial connections to athers; rather, an
ethics built on this very multiplicity and mobility can emerge. Lirerature is
one site where this ethics can be explored and enacted. The use of photo-
graphs in Die Fabre — images of landscapes are interspersed throughout
— poinis up the acts of representing and communicating, and highlighes
the relationality inherent in them, and the diaiogue between writer and
reader{s}. According to her publisher’s website, Berg traveled extensively
iy order to rescarch this novel;** the photos rhus function as a reminder of
the authorial presence, hinting at a Flickr-style sharing of Berg’s experi-
ences while raveling thar is in keeping with her status as a tweeter. [n this
way, the author is alive — this contrary to Barthesian pronouncements
regarding the death of the author — and implicated in her work. The
author,/text, author/protagonist divide can thus he seen to be challenged,
and (authorfal) subjectvity shown as interactive and dynamic.

Conglusion: “Glocal” Literature

Literature arises from the partcular experiences of an individual writer —
albeit one who is to be understood as a refational subject-in-process. It
usually involves specific local or national settings 2nd is written in a certain
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e — in this case, German, which is spoken in Germany m.ma
and grasting her a readership,
a global language with the reach
sumed in one

langnag : : >
Switzeriand (enabling Berg’s mobility
potentially, in both countries) but is ot
of Enelish. Most often, Lirerarure is injtially marketed and con i 2
noEﬁM). In this way, it is perhaps always to some extent En&. But ere
are numerous ways in which literature can transgress jm:ommm. Uocmn_mﬁwm
and highlight or enact hvbridity: by featuring mobile nrmﬁwwnﬁwwm mSJ
ni wnds; by alludi om other nariona
Giverse or mixed backgrounds; by alinding £O TEXLS, fr paronal
contexts; by foregrounding or featuring Ecﬂm_rbmzm:a:&o.w translation; by
? 3 - ¥ 3 .
being consumed in different settings; by deng m,wm.&mmn S I
i this way, lirerature can blur, or anyway relativize, nation \ reg

o , ]
culturat differences and enable the realization of what Berg’s Brian under
stands as our shiffing, overlapping selves. Literatare can be seen 1o enact

i i ; — experiences and
glocalization, rendering global — or anyway other p

ideas homey, Beth Linklater indeed argues that glocalization, o:mﬁu:ﬂm
business term meaning “the adaptation of mﬁ global to the local in nm
production of a new form of hybrid,” is highly appropriate as 2 ém‘% Mm
thinking abous literature * Literature both demonstrates wmm nmnomﬁm ;
the relarionality of subjectivity, and is thus nxﬂaﬁ.n:." pertinent ﬂ.u ag owm
balized world, in which there is a constant, dynamic ﬁgmﬁm Ungonm se ;
and other and berween familiarity and strangeness; .mﬁmm .\Wr%wm EM
describes global cultural processes in terms of ”éra infinitely varie a.EEm
contest of sameness and difference.”® Berg’s novel both explores an

participates in this contest.
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