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        Abstract
“She’s gonna die today.” What makes this utterance sayable? If we regard these words as a speech event, we might also ask, what is happening in the speaking of “she’s gonna die today”? How does the articulation of death — an articulation that confirms the avalanching absence of a beloved — speak of the delicacies of Being? Relying on methods found in interpretive disability studies informed by phenomenology, in this presentation I will reflect on the event of speech as weaved to the act of perception, such that the speech event of death-predicted-to-arrive enables the ineffability of life entangled (in life) to be experienced.
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        Let me begin with a story.

A girl sits in a waiting room. Sounds of pink, blue, yellow hospital scrubs flurry past and around her. She clutches a bright arrangement of peonies, lotuses, and roses meant for her mom, her hold resting near the base of the flower stems. Her knees jitter up and down; the bouquet bobs in time with them.

When her mom’s doctor appears, he is an image of seriousness. Gravitas has followed him to her, wearing down his countenance and shoulders. The doctor opens his mouth to speak. The girl curls her fingers around bright green stems.

“She’s gonna die today.” A heavy pause.

A violet lotus finds the girl’s gaze just then. It beckons her beyond the apprehension of color, but she isn’t listening.

And neither is the grave doctor, who instead is attuned to what must be said by a medical professional about the mother of the girl sitting before him. “There’s been too much bleeding in her brain. I’m sorry.”

A haze begins to fog the girl’s view. “Today?”

A slow nod from the doctor reaches her through mist. “Today, she’ll die today.”

With one arm he gently helps her up and with another, he holds her mother’s bouquet. “Beautiful flowers.”

Loss avalanching toward her, she almost doesn’t hear him.

“She’s gonna die today”: What makes this utterance sayable?

The sayability of the utterance, “She’s gonna die today,” lies in knowing what Western knowledge teaches us of death. Indeed, in this brief story, the spoken words “She’s gonna die today” are made sensible insofar as the doctor and girl partake in a shared knowledge of death. That is, both know of a shared story of death as the end of life, an end storied as eventually reaching all. The sayability of “She’s gonna die today” relies, then, on the simultaneity of life and death, where the latter shuts the former.

The sayability of the utterance, however, is distinct from its understandability. To know what knowledge teaches us of death does not and cannot suggest we understand death. Hannah Arendt1 says,

Understanding, as distinguished from having correct information and scientific knowledge, is a complicated process which never produces unequivocal results. It is an unending activity by which, in constant change and variation, we come to terms with and reconcile ourselves to reality, that is, try to be at home in the world  Understanding is unending and therefore cannot produce final results. It is the specifically human way of being alive; for every single person needs to be reconciled to a world in which he was born a stranger and in which, to the extent of his distinct uniqueness, he always remains a stranger. Understanding begins with birth and ends with death.

The utterance, “She’s gonna die today,” which can be read as an articulation of death, beckons us to a shared knowledge of death. Backgrounding this beckoning to knowledge is the unending activity of understanding. The doctor is serious as he approaches the girl in the waiting room. He has read the medical scans of the mother’s brain. Based on what he’s read, he knows what must be said. The girl, too, trusts the knowledge of the one who faces her as her mother’s doctor. Both girl and doctor, through what the doctor must say and what he eventually utters, are enmeshed in the ongoing activity of trying to be at home in a world wherein the loss of a beloved is made knowable yet irreconcilable, wherein death is inevitable and thus anticipated by systems of knowledge tasked with all manners of predicting and delaying its arrival. It might be said then that the sayability of death does not merely occur in the moment between girl and doctor but also, that the sayability of death attempts to reconcile them — two strangers of distinct uniqueness — together. Understanding, Arendt says, begins with birth and ends with death, and to push further, which is to do as understanding does, we might ask, whose birth and what death? To continue with Arendt’s phraseology, what world and whose reality?

As a way to further explicate Arendt’s words more fully, let me turn to a Disability Studies perspective. The social phenomenon of disability perplexes the singularization of home, world, and reality. Disability studies scholars Rod Michalko and Tanya Titchkoksky2, in writing about the complexity of moving through the world together in and with blindness and dyslexia, discuss their experience of reality through shared perception, an experience which they refer to as “perception-negotiation.” They say:


Sight is present in Rod’s intersection, in much the same way that memory is present in Tanya’s. Together, our perceptions intersect, and as we move together in Toronto, we construct “an immense city of evocation and remembrance.” Our “immense city” has its “precincts” together with memories and images of other cities. The “metropolis” that we have constructed resides in the “mind” insofar as it begins in imagination. We imagine not only abstract movement, but also movement oriented to the imagination of moving blind and dyslexic.


“Movement oriented to the imagination of moving blind and dyslexic,” as Michalko and Titchkosky say, supports Arendt’s discussion of the complicated and unending process of understanding. That is, Michalko and Titchkosky’s perceptions unfold from the intersection of blindness and dyslexia, such that their movements refuse closure and permanence, and construct a reality — “an immense city” — to which they must reconcile. Their perception-negotiation helps them come to terms with the world that they are moving to find a home within, an experience “already bound in trust in the possibility of shared perception”3.

Reconciling ourselves to a reality where death marks the end of life, and even understanding itself, calls forth a particular world. In this world, time organizes perception, laying claim to how urgency, impatience, anxiety, and more are experienced. Returning to the story shared earlier. “She’s gonna die today” is an utterance inhabited by the multiplicity of time, where what was, what is, and what will be coalesce to test the girl’s capacity to move through the world together with different versions of self commanded by the indefinite silence of existence. She is a girl sitting in a waiting room; a girl being addressed by her mother’s doctor. She is also a girl whose arms barely reached the handle of the shopping cart when she used to accompany her mother to the grocery store. She is a girl who was afraid to lose her mother; she is a girl who will lose her mother. The challenge of perception-negotiation, of a shared perception bound in trust emerging from these and more versions of the same person, is clear. The arrival of death-to-come narrows her imagination so that all she feels is an onslaught on the girl whom she hopes to hang onto – a girl about to deliver flowers to her mother getting better in the hospital.

And so, the utterance “she’s gonna die today,” trailed by a depthless pause amplifies the difficulty of constructing an “’immense city’ [with] its ’precincts’ together with memories and images of other cities” (Michalko & Titchkosky, 2024). Orienting one’s movement to the imagination of moving closer to death is no easy task for the girl in the story as moving in the city of death is neither what she thought she would do that day nor what she could ever have prepared for.

Evoking Arendt again, when we speak of birth and death, of whose and what birth and death do we speak? In speaking of them, what is realized and expressed? As Merleau-Ponty4 says, “I can apprehend my birth and my death only as prepersonal horizons: I know that people are born and die, but I cannot know my own birth and death.” “She’s gonna die today” does not call on the girl to apprehend her own death. Indeed, the utterance is a call to apprehend the nearing horizon of the death of someone she loves. Her existence is therefore entangled in the existence of others – at the very least, in the existence of the person who has uttered the words “she’s gonna die today” and in the existence of the person who has been said will “die today.” The speaking of death in this moment, then, realizes the ineffable sayability of our entangled lives. When the death of a beloved is spoken, then, life entangled (in life) guts us lifeless.

The appearance of death-to-come, and in turn lifelessness-to-come, expresses a given situation. A mother (“She” of “She’s gonna die today”) is in the hospital. A doctor (“The doctor” of “The doctor opens his mouth to speak”) is charged with caring for her. Part of the care he is expected to do, as the story suggests, is tell the mother’s family members (“The girl”) of the predicted arrival of her death. Once the doctor delivers the news, the girl feels herself crying before she knows herself to be doing so. She feels “loss avalanching toward her.” After all, the purpose of the girl’s visit to the hospital that morning was to deliver flowers to her mother. Her purpose is interrupted by the silence of what accompanies the sayability of death’s predicted arrival — the delivery of avalanching loss.

In the spirit of the term, let us pause briefly with the notion of interruption. Being interrupted suggests a crack in marble, an unwelcome change to a predicted sequence of events. In the story, the delivery of flowers arrives at the reader already interrupted. That is, the girl is in the waiting room and not, as the sequence of events determined by flower delivery would suggest, in her mother’s hospital room to secure the successful flower delivery to a mother-getting-better. As the girl finds out, mother-getting-better is not the reality to which she must reconcile. No, the reality to which must reconcile – to which, until that very moment, she had been comfortably stranger to – is the reality of mother-dying-today. The interruption of flowers follows the interruption of mother-getting-better follows the interruption and the fear of losing a beloved.

Interruptions, too, often do not announce themselves as such. The doctor does not approach the girl by saying, “I am here to interrupt your delivery of flowers to your mother-getting-better.” The girl, too, does not say, “Mother-getting-better has now been interrupted.” Essential to interruption is not its sayability but rather, the break in pattern that interruption enacts. A true interruption, we might say, is necessarily silent. The sayability of death’s predicted arrival marks here the utmost interruption, of flowers we’ve established, and yet further, of what else? As with the interruption that foreclosed a hopeful delivery of flowers, the girl is also silent after the doctor remarks, “Beautiful flowers.” Absorbed from one reality and thrown into another, she is overcome by the presence of loss she feels avalanching toward her. A loss that did not announce itself as an interruption and yet, an interruption it surely is. The shift in realities brings enough swerve to knock the girl backwards, shoving her speechless.

The change in momentum reflected in the shift from flower delivery to delivery of death’s predicted arrival, in the interruption of mother-getting-better by mother-dying-today, in the tremendous ether between knowing and understanding the loss of a beloved — all of this takes place without having been spoken. What is not spoken, often taken as the absence of a speech event, can be perceived as silence. Yet, as this reflection herein on the speech event of death’s predicted arrival suggests, silence is not merely the absence of speech.

Silence is world-weaving work. The pause that follows “she’s gonna die today” tightly knits the worlds of doctor to girl, mother to daughter, life to death. Silence loudens the unending activity of understanding as well as the struggle of reconciling oneself to a reality wherein humanness is a condition of entanglement and connection. What kind of speech event, then, enables the silence of enduring connection and being human to come forward? How do we experience, through sense and perception, the coming forth of silence?

Pausing to notice, as Michalko and Titchkosky say, the social act of “perception-negotiation” required to make sense of the movement activated by the words “she’s gonna die today,” spoken to me by a doctor, brings me to wonder about how the articulation of death-to-come is tethered to the social setting wherein the phenomenon of forecasting absence is possible and further, constitutive of the world from which it springs — in this case, the ordinary goings-on of a hospital moving in and toward a world determined by what was, what is, and what will be.

Attending to the confirmed arrival of absence as a kind of speech event enables the silence of enduring connection as well as the silence of being human to come forward. A cautious attention to absence in this way may allow us to approach, and wrestle with, the following taken-for-granted assumptions: (a) that we have the perceptive apparatus and sensible wherewithal to understand and deal with the disruption that awaits between what was and what will be, and (b) that death’s predicted arrival may be ordinarily spoken while in the foreground, the ineffable sayability of our entangled lives guts us lifeless and silently plays on.
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        Abstract
This paper delves into the dynamic interplay between speech and silence in Gila Almagor’s films, revealing how the unsayable emerges in language. Rooted in Almagor’s reflections on trauma, war, and postmemory, it examines her film — Siege (1987), The House on Chelouche Street (1973), Summer of Aviya (1988), and Under the Domim Tree (1994) — as they grapple with articulating the inexpressible. Siege critiques the human cost of conflict, while The House on Chelouche Street illuminates Israel’s early years. Summer of Aviya explores post-Holocaust trauma, fostering empathy and understanding, and Under the Domim Tree scrutinizes the lingering impact of Holocaust survivors on future generations. Almagor’s cinematic artistry becomes a powerful medium for exploring trauma, resilience, and the echoes of conflict, offering a nuanced perspective on silence, speech, and their socio-political implications, contributing to ongoing dialogues on historical memory and contemporary challenges in conflict resolution and peace-building.
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        Introduction

Gila Almagor, often celebrated as the “first lady of Israeli cinema,” has left an indelible mark on the cultural landscape of Israel. Through her versatile career as an actress, screenwriter, and producer, Almagor has not only shaped Israeli cinema but also contributed significantly to contemporary socio-political discourse. Her works are more than artistic expressions; they are cultural artifacts that reflect, critique, and dialogue with the traumatic legacies of Israel’s past, especially the Holocaust. In this article, I elucidate how Almagor’s films employ the concept of postmemory to navigate these traumatic legacies, allowing for a deep engagement with the complexities of memory, silence, and the articulation of the unsayable. This analysis focuses on four seminal films that form the cornerstone of her cinematic exploration of trauma: Siege (1987), The House on Chelouche Street (1973), Summer of Aviya (1988), and Under the Domim Tree (1994).

Gila Almagor and Postmemory

The concept of postmemory, articulated by Marianne Hirsch, serves as the theoretical foundation for understanding Almagor’s work on Holocaust trauma.1 Postmemory describes the relationship of the “generation after” to the trauma of those who came before. It is not an actual memory but a connection to past experiences that are passed down through stories, images, and behaviors, creating a “memory” for those who did not experience the events directly but feel its effects intensely. Almagor’s films, particularly Summer of Aviya and Under the Domim Tree, embody this concept, presenting narratives where the trauma of the Holocaust lingers not just in the memories of the survivors but also in the lives of their children and the society that surrounds them. Her films do not merely recount the Holocaust; they represent it through the lenses of silence, pauses, and narrative gaps — techniques that make the unspeakable felt and almost palpable for the audience.

Siege (1987): War, Loss, and the Living Dead

Siege (1987) is a poignant commentary on the human toll of conflicts, focusing not on the battlefield but on the aftermath of war as it plays out in the lives of those left behind. The film centers around Tamar, a young widow who has lost her husband in Israel’s ongoing conflicts. The narrative reveals how war creates living ghosts — individuals whose lives are irreversibly changed by the loss of loved ones. The titular “siege” in the film is both literal and metaphorical: Tamar is besieged by the expectations of her community to mourn in a way that aligns with collective memory and social norms.

Almagor uses silence and visual storytelling to capture the essence of Tamar’s isolation and resistance. The film’s dialogue is sparse, creating space for the unspoken and the unsayable to emerge.2 Silence in Siege is not merely an absence of speech; it is a powerful presence that speaks volumes about trauma, grief, and the impossibility of fully expressing loss. By juxtaposing scenes of silence with moments of communal expression, Almagor critiques the collective pressure to conform to a specific narrative of grief and memory, suggesting that each individual’s relationship to loss is unique and cannot be subsumed under a single, overarching story.

The House on Chelouche Street (1973): Israel’s Formative Years and Collective Memory

The House on Chelouche Street (1973) takes the audience back to Israel’s formative years, providing insights into the historical and socio-political conditions that shaped the nation. Set against the backdrop of the British Mandate in the early 1940s, the film tells the story of a Jewish family of Egyptian descent struggling to adapt to life in Tel Aviv. The narrative revolves around the young protagonist Sami, who grapples with his identity amid cultural tensions and political upheavals.

Almagor employs the family’s story as a microcosm to explore broader themes of displacement, adaptation, and the quest for a national identity. The film examines the intersections between personal and collective memory, where the past continually informs the present. For Holocaust survivors and their descendants, the act of remembering is often a fraught negotiation between silence and speech, between what can be articulated and what remains unspeakable. In The House on Chelouche Street, Almagor emphasizes this tension through her use of dialogue and non-verbal communication. The moments of silence, loaded with unspoken history and memory, contrast sharply with moments of verbal outburst, reflecting the struggle to articulate a collective memory that is inclusive yet fragmented.

The film also engages with the theme of postmemory by portraying how the younger generation inherits the burden of history. The family’s experience is not just a personal struggle; it mirrors the broader societal challenges of forging a cohesive identity in a land marked by historical trauma and political conflict. Almagor’s attention to detail—whether it be through the mise-en-scène of a modest Tel Aviv apartment or the lingering shots of characters in reflective silence — serves to ground the narrative in the tangible realities of a nascent Israeli society grappling with its own historical and cultural contradictions.

Summer of Aviya (1988): Post-Holocaust Trauma and the Innocence of Childhood

Summer of Aviya (1988), perhaps one of Almagor’s most autobiographical works, provides a deeply personal lens on post-Holocaust trauma. Based on Almagor’s own childhood experiences, the film is a poignant exploration of a young girl’s life in the shadow of her mother’s Holocaust survival. The story follows Aviya, a ten-year-old girl living with her mother, Henya, who is a Holocaust survivor struggling with severe psychological scars. The film is set in the early years of the Israeli state, capturing the sense of a society in formation while still haunted by the horrors of the Holocaust.

Here, Almagor delves into the dynamics of postmemory by examining the transmission of trauma from mother to daughter. Aviya’s life is shaped by the emotional volatility of her mother, whose erratic behavior reflects her unresolved grief and trauma. The unsaid becomes a significant motif in the film; Aviya is often seen grappling with her mother’s silences, her sudden outbursts, and her moments of inexplicable withdrawal. These moments are representative of the “unsayable” in Holocaust trauma – those aspects of the experience that cannot be captured in words but are felt deeply by subsequent generations.

Almagor’s direction in Summer of Aviya makes effective use of visual metaphors and the interplay of light and shadow to convey the emotional landscapes of the characters. The film’s recurring use of natural elements, such as trees, fields, and open skies, contrasts with the oppressive weight of Henya’s memories, underscoring the tension between innocence and the burden of inherited trauma. The story becomes a conduit for fostering empathy and understanding, encouraging viewers to recognize the lingering effects of the Holocaust on both survivors and their descendants. This nuanced portrayal of intergenerational trauma expands the discourse around postmemory, emphasizing the importance of silence, gaps, and pauses as spaces where the unspeakable can resonate.

Under the Domim Tree (1994): The Complexities of Memory and Identity Formation

Under the Domim Tree (1994) serves as a continuation of the themes explored in Summer of Aviya, further delving into the lives of Holocaust survivors and their children. Set in a boarding school for young Holocaust survivors in 1950s Israel, the film captures the complexities of memory and identity formation in a society still reeling from the Holocaust’s impact. Here, the “domim tree” — a fig tree — is not just a natural element; it becomes a symbolic refuge for the characters, a space where they can confront their fears, share their stories, or simply find solace in silence.

Almagor’s exploration of silence and non-verbal communication takes on new dimensions in this film. She uses the motif of the tree as a gathering place where the children, each carrying their own burdens of loss and trauma, can come together to form a community of shared but unspoken grief. Through long shots, close-ups, and lingering camera movements, Almagor captures the unspoken bonds that form between the children, highlighting how trauma can both isolate and unite. The film’s title itself points to the idea of a hidden, internalized memory that, like the roots of a tree, runs deep and affects everything above ground.

The narrative structure of Under the Domim Tree emphasizes the struggles of the second generation in articulating their inherited trauma. The children in the film often oscillate between moments of joy and sudden bouts of anxiety, underscoring the unpredictability of living with postmemory. This unpredictability is a hallmark of Almagor’s style; her films do not offer easy resolutions or clear-cut narratives. Instead, they engage viewers in an ongoing process of reflection and dialogue, inviting them to grapple with the complexities of historical memory and its impact on contemporary identity formation.

Cinematic Techniques and the Articulation of the Unsayable

Almagor’s cinematic techniques play a crucial role in her exploration of trauma and memory. Silence, as employed in her films, becomes a dynamic force that shapes narrative progression and character development. For Almagor, silence is not merely a lack of speech but a deliberate choice that allows for deeper engagement with trauma. It is through silence that her films convey the weight of the unsayable—those aspects of Holocaust trauma that defy linguistic representation but can be felt viscerally.

In Siege, for example, the sparse dialogue contrasts with the cacophony of collective mourning, creating a tension that mirrors Tamar’s inner conflict. Similarly, in Summer of Aviya, the silence between Aviya and her mother speaks to the unbridgeable gap that trauma creates between survivors and their children. These moments of silence are not voids; they are filled with meaning and emotion, allowing viewers to feel the depth of the characters’ experiences.

Almagor’s use of visual symbolism — such as the domim tree in Under the Domim Tree or the crowded, cluttered interiors of The House on Chelouche Street — further amplifies the narrative’s emotional undercurrents. Her careful attention to mise-en-scène, combined with her nuanced direction of actors, creates a layered cinematic language that communicates what words cannot. This language of silence and symbolism is essential in articulating the unsayable, inviting viewers to engage with the traumatic histories that continue to shape the present.

Conclusion: Gila Almagor’s Contribution to Cinematic Art and Cultural Memory

Through her films, Gila Almagor offers a profound contribution to Israeli cinema and global discussions on trauma, memory, and identity. By employing the concept of postmemory and emphasizing the role of silence and the unsayable, her works challenge traditional modes of Holocaust representation and memorialization. They open up new spaces for dialogue on the complexities of trauma transmission, the ethics of memory, and the need for empathy in understanding historical and contemporary conflicts.

Almagor’s films serve as potent catalysts for reflection, urging us to reconsider the narratives we construct around trauma and memory. By navigating the intricate dynamics between speech and silence, Almagor’s cinematic oeuvre invites us to listen to the latent voices of history that continue to resonate in our present, reminding us that the past is never truly past — it is alive, pulsing beneath the surface of our collective consciousness.





	Marianne Hirsch’s concept of “postmemory” refers to the relationship that the “generation after” bears to the personal, collective, and cultural trauma of those who came before. In Almagor’s films, postmemory is evoked through narrative techniques that allow the unspeakable trauma of Holocaust survivors to be understood by later generations.↩︎


	The concept of “sayability of the unsayable” in Almagor’s work involves using silence and pauses to give space to the inexpressible aspects of trauma. This technique challenges viewers to confront the limitations of language in representing trauma and to engage in a more profound form of empathy and understanding.↩︎
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        Abstract
According to Stanley Kubrick, “[i]f it can be written, or thought, it can be filmed”. This is true for award-winning Irish short story writer Claire Keegan (1968) whose sparse and effective prose has hit the core of audiences struggling to process the lingering impact of national trauma. Keegan confronts it all head-on, highlighting social issues that loom large in evocative narratives where thoughts, situations and scenarios spill over into the space between the words. What is left unsaid says it all. The silence that reigns in a space of ‘NON-sayability’ in Keegan’s stories is anything but opaque. In Small Things Like These she navigates treacherous territories in a dark Christmas tale about the widespread and notorious Magdalene Laundry apparatus that keeps weighing heavily on our collective conscience. How can we remain passive in the face of wrongdoings and how does Keegan unlock the past and urge us to scrutinise history?



        Keywords: Claire Keegan; Ireland; abuse; silence; unspoken truths.

        This work is licensed under CC BY-NC 4.0[image: ][image: ][image: ]
 
        Introduction: a note on style

How do we express the unsayable, giving quiet voice – one that is powerful and becomes a resounding statement of an unbearable truth – to that which was once unspeakable, hushed up, and preferably relegated to the corners of historical and collective oblivion? A dilemma, in her short stories that speak louder than words Keegan delivers a message that says it all and yet not; at least not at first sight. Rather than going into excessive detail, she hints at a space between lines and sentences where we are urged to reflect further and probe deeper. In that liminal space of suggested transitions, what the reader “thought was true is actually true”.1 And overall, Keegan’s written thought steps out and away from the page as we run with our imagination and expand on a narrative that opens for wider debate.

In her carefully crafted literature Keegan ventures into murky territories and reveals truths that are recalled and brought back to our attention; the past leaving a long shadow and colliding with the present. She explores this larger truth with a vengeance. Yet the power of her writing resides in her sparse and economic use of precise words that describe, highlight and pinpoint. Killing any potential darlings, Keegan harnesses the power of brevity.2 Neither too prescriptive nor overbearing, she never becomes over-explicit, nor does she resort to over explanations. Instead, she gives credibility to a reader who is left to consider the larger impact of her words. Intelligent and succinct, her journalistic, hardboiled style that tends towards a Joycean stream of consciousness is one where we are invited into the bigger picture, allowed to add to the sentences and use our own informed judgment, connecting the dots and reaching our own conclusions.

Known for “stories and novels that can be small and tight yet packed with light, as well as ominous darkness”,3 Keegan has an uncanny ability to strike at the core and take us by quiet storm. As we are ultimately taken on a journey into our own mind, we learn about larger issues affecting Ireland socially, culturally and in terms of how it relates to the outside world. Keegan boldly lays bare truths that we must strive not to repeat. In Small Things Like These, “the shortest book to have been longlisted for the Booker in its entire history”,4 historical injustices are surreptitiously called into attention, yet the subtlety of the writing lies in punch lines that we did not always see coming. Keegan says it all in no time at all and prefers to use her imagination rather than rely heavily on research. “Language”, she says,


is older and richer than we are and when you go in there and let go and listen, it’s possible to discover something way beyond and richer than your conscious self. It seems to me that when we fail, it’s because our imagination fails us. I believe this to be true of both life and literature.5


This statement fit for a writer whose books have been translated into more than 30 languages and whose imagination goes a long way. In Keegan’s case, less is better, but in that brevity, she speaks volumes.

Small Things Like These (2020)

Set in 1985 in an Ireland of damp wintry darkness and institutional rigidity, while Keegan’s book sheds light on a trauma lasting until the closing down of the last Irish Magdalene laundry in 1996, in parallel the story is also a cross between a dark yet tentatively hopeful tale about the power of one, a “powerful historical fiction novel”,6 and “a short atmospheric book that explores moral dilemma amidst complacency of the majority, and what it means to hold on to your values”.7 This complete narrative of a mere 110 pages where the story is framed within a specific period has a timeless quality to it. Keegan explains that:


 it could not have been set after the Ferns Report was published, as the Catholic Church had by that time lost much of its power and was collapsing. I didn’t want to set it in a time before motor vehicles because that would suggest it was something of the distant past, not a society of my own generation’s making. If it was set in another time, it might not have allowed me to question and criticise the society we ourselves created, our current misogynies and fear, the cowardices and silences and perversities and survival tactics of my own generation.8


Small Things Like These shocks and hits a nerve with audiences by disclosing the inner workings of the Irish Magdalene Asylums in a bold move that makes the novella a sharp commentary on Catholic abuse of young women often undergoing unplanned pregnancy and forcibly removed and made to work within convent walls in places near and afar. Some of these adolescents presumably orphans, their status was later revealed to be largely a cover-up for girls cruelly snatched from their families; a topic evocatively dealt with in Jim Loach’s Oranges and Sunshine (2010). The coldly effective Magdalene Laundries apparatus stretching as far as Oceania and the Pacific Rim, Melbourne’s Abbotsford Convent had much to account for and the truth of the Good Shepherd Laundries and its interconnected Magdalene Penitents in New Zealand “started to filter through the choking silence and catapulted into the present … as [the girls] moved past their silent shame and started to talk about their first hand experiences, at the hands of cruel ‘caretakers.’”9
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Quiet witness: Melbourne’s Abbotsford Convent. Photo by Jytte Holmqvist, July 2024.




A book “dedicated to the women and children who suffered time in Ireland’s mother and baby homes and Magdalen laundries”10 and that is “not so much about the nature of evil as the circumstances that allow it”,11 centres on coal and timber merchant Bill Furlong as a middle-aged lead character who reflects on his life trajectory and takes stock of ups and downs, highs, and lows. A soul searcher, he quietly breaks down in the face of injustices that clash with his moral convictions. Venturing away from the safety and predictability of his own domestic space, Furlong’s chance encounter mid-way through the book reveals larger issues and raises ethical questions within him that force him to wake up to a crude parallel reality largely ignored or hushed up by the surrounding community. As has been noted, “[m]ore than Furlong’s quiet heroism, [the book] explores the silent, self-interested complicity of a whole community, which makes it possible for such cruelty to persist”.12 In Small Things Like These, small things are anything but small and the damning impact of an omnipresent institution on subjects dragged into the dark underbelly of the Catholic Church is reflected in the quiet aftermath of man versus institution where his actions compensate for the unsayable that calls for our urgent attention. All along, Keegan says little but alludes all the more; Ireland itself not issuing a formal apology until 2013 when Taoiseach Enda Kelly acknowledged the more than 30,000 Irish women and girls incarcerated and forced into Catholic labour, many of whom went into labour and lost babies killed or otherwise stashed away in staggering numbers. A dark yet ultimately tentatively hopeful story set in a cold and wet winter where batches of black December crows hover and that seems to pay homage to Ted Hughes, Small Things Like These slowly but effectively transports the reader to a different time and place. The initially matter of fact account of the mundane creates a narrative lull that contrasts starkly with the sudden introduction into the scene of a dishevelled girl held hostage by the Good Shepherd nuns in a castigating Catholic system; “locked in a convent coal shed, leaking milk and mourning the loss of her baby.”13 Having driven up to the “convent  on the hill  at the far side of the river” in the dark of the night to deliver coal, Furlong had intended to make this his last chore before Christmas – a season that “brought out the best and the worst in people”. With the Angelus bell long since rung 14 he is made aware of the girl’s existence by sheer happenstance, but his discovery upends everything. A wakeup call that triggers him to take a snap decision, the ensuing turn of events will have a lasting impact on his wife and five daughters waiting at home. The ending of the book leaves room for interpretation and invites new spectres into an already dark episode in Irish history; one where the truth sayer becomes himself a new victim. Furlong hurriedly rescues the girl but in so doing he engages in an act of self-destruction and this, explains Keegan, “is the account of his breaking down”.15 The destruction of the self happens at the level of disintegration of Furlong’s identity as he now takes on a new role and persona. It is likewise an erosion of his well-organised family setup. His decisive act will irrevocably expose his family to the scorn and ostracization by neighbours whose sullenness becomes a way to shy away from the unbearable, their inability to see means they close their eyes to reality:


The worst was yet to come, he knew. Already he could feel a world of trouble waiting for him behind the next door, but the worst that could have happened was also already behind him; the thing not done, which could have been – which he would have had to live with for the rest of his life. Whatever suffering he was now to meet was a long way from what the girl at his side had already endured, and might yet surpass. Climbing the street towards his own front door with the barefooted girl and the box of shoes, his fear more than outweighed every other feeling but in his foolish heart he not only hoped but legitimately believed that they would manage.16


Through his controversial yet heroic move, Furlong finds his own truth and lays bare crimes perpetrated at the doorstep of a close-knit community who relate to one another not through matters of the heart and soul but through short utterances that reflect a concern with seemingly petty diurnal duties that become a whole communal way of life. An unsung hero, Furlong is:


an embodiment of the silence surrounding the treatment of young, out of wedlock mothers in Ireland during most part of the twentieth century. Keegan uses this character as the narrator of a fragment of his life in which he rebels against the Catholic Church, the perpetrator of the abuse in the Magdalene Laundries in Ireland, therefore, breaking the cycle of silence.17


Furlong as a vehicle through whom we explore a dark chapter in Irish history is, in Keegan’s view as she analyses her characters as authentic individuals who step away from the page and represent the real, more of a servant than a squire. As she sees it, her role as a writer is, predominantly, to listen and try to follow what is there, “discover it and put it down as evenly as possible without exaggeration and to not ask the central character to bear any of my preoccupations”.18 Keegan’s sombre tale becomes a study in accountability and the conviction of one man to drastically change the outcome of his own story – and that of his community. With that she indirectly and without being prescriptive urges us to stay informed, question authorities and the status quo while we revisit history, become aware, pledge not to forget and for history not to repeat.

Final reflections and words for the road

Viscerally uncomfortable, Small Things Like These penetrates deep and, as Colm Tóibín notes, moves into our nervous system.19 We explore that which cannot be explained but that is very much felt. As we, too, trudge through mist and fog and across Irish moors, we irrevocably enter a moral dilemma and question the powers at be. Facing an Irish past that leaves long shadows we begin to query and examine a larger history that concern us existentially. The book allows that history to come alive and “Keegan makes her moments real – and then she makes them matter.”20 Expressing the largely inexpressible, she delves straight into the danger zone – and yet she does so with quiet grace. What for Jon Fosse becomes a way to express the unsayable through brief dialogues and pauses is in Keegan’s literature an astute ability to call the past back into the present through a cautious dance between words and the silences that linger in the space between. And what is not said outright is always remarkably present if we learn to listen as we read; listen to the voice within that expresses that which may not always be present on paper.
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The absence of words appears in communication as a silent pause with potency residing in the capacity to exert a profound influence. This meta-study draws on research from psychology, linguistics, and communication from integrative and crisis negotiation contexts where participants are in the position of decision-makers on how to use silence proactively. Furthermore, this paper provides insights into the multifaceted role of the pause as an effective communication tool. As we delve into research outcomes regarding pauses, we cultivate a greater sense of ease and acceptance toward silence. The results indicate that even though the duration of silence is context-dependent, the ”tolerance threshold” or “standard maximum” silence is approximately 1 second, and it may further range between 2-3 seconds, with a 5-second cap, to allow the other participant to reflect and focus on our message and acknowledge its importance. Additionally, silence plays a strategic role in power dynamics.
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        1. Introduction1

Imagine a high-stakes negotiation. The room is filled with tension as parties carefully weigh their options. In this critical moment, silence can be a powerful weapon. While the art of negotiation often demands verbal prowess, the strategic use of silence can be equally, if not more, effective. This paper explores the underappreciated role of silence in communication, focusing on its potential as a tool for enhancing interpersonal interactions.

Research has shown that silence is far from meaningless; it carries significant communicative value. Various studies, first from psychologists, afterward led by linguists, have explored silence, highlighting its multifaceted functions. Silence can express a range of emotions (Ephratt, 2008). It can even signal the need for more time to formulate a response or indicate the speaker’s hesitation. Silence is never truly meaningless. It serves a function anchored within the context of communication which makes it dynamic (Chowdhury et al., 2017). However, the specific ways in which silence can be harnessed for strategic advantage, particularly in everyday contexts beyond formal negotiations, remain underexplored. This study aims to bridge this gap by investigating how individuals can effectively employ silence to improve communication outcomes in various interpersonal situations

The overarching research questions of this paper are: “How long should a strategic pause be? How do we apply the findings in our daily interactions?” The research mentioned in this paper explores experiments and their results situated mainly in negotiation contexts. These findings offer valuable insights that we can leverage to develop simple yet effective approaches to our daily interactions as communication may be perceived as an exchange or negotiation of different viewpoints.

2. Method

This paper conducts a meta-analysis to examine the multifaceted influence of pauses on power dynamics within negotiation contexts. Focusing on speech styles as a key component, the study employs a comparative analysis approach to investigate how pauses contribute to comprehension and emphasis. The research scope encompasses both business and crisis negotiation settings, analyzing existing literature on turn-taking behavior and the strategic use of pauses within and between speech turns. Data sources include peer-reviewed articles from academic journals, conference proceedings, and relevant books.

A systematic search was conducted across multiple databases (APA, Google Scholar, JSTOR, MIT Open Access Articles, NIH Library, ResearchGate, SAGE) using a combination of relevant keywords. The final dataset comprised 26 studies examining the role of pauses, turn-taking, negotiation, active listening, and power dynamics. To structure the analysis, studies were categorized based on negotiation type (business, crisis) and research methodology. A comparative analysis was then conducted to identify commonalities and differences in findings related to:


	
The impact of silent pauses on active listening


	
The relationship between pauses and perceived power dynamics


	
The role of pauses in decision-making and power distribution during turn-taking




While the majority of included studies involved English-speaking participants, two studies (one conducted in Czechia, one in Germany) were incorporated to explore potential cultural influences on pause use and interpretation. The research adopted an inductive approach to derive generalizable insights from the collected data for practical application in various communication contexts.

3. Literature Review

3.1 Conversation Analysis

Communication is a collaborative dance, a co-creation of meaning by participants who take turns at the “conversational floor,” exchanging both verbal and nonverbal cues. The theoretical framework of Conversation analysis (CA) sheds light on these turn-taking dynamics, where a “speaker” holds the floor at a given point in time. Alongside the speaker, other participants play crucial roles, even when not actively speaking. These roles are roles of a speaker and a listener which take turns accordingly (Goodwin & Heritage, 1990). Moreover, the conversational flow helps us to focus on the dynamics of power distribution among the participants. In this paper, we are working mainly with situations where there are two participants in a communication.

Interpersonal communication encompasses not just the spoken word (verbal content) but also nonverbal aspects like gestures and intonation. The interesting part is what is present beyond words – the silence that fills the pauses between utterances as well as within them. Far from an empty void, silence is a complex and layered aspect of human interaction, one that conveys meaning and serves a purpose within a conversational style. Although often understood as the absence of speech (Tannen, 2012), silence can be as informative as spoken words, prompting responses and shaping the flow of communication. Silence can sometimes lead to miscommunication, particularly when used unconsciously (Bock et al., 1986).

3.2 Pause in Turn-Taking

Pauses can be categorized as in-turn or between-turn, filled or unfilled (Bock et al., 1986). Psychologists and linguists have studied pauses extensively, with a focus on their duration and placement within conversations (Chowdhury et al., 2017), (Gyarmathy & Horváth, 2019). While research often emphasizes competition for turns, pauses can also serve collaborative functions, aiding comprehension and allowing for thoughtful responses (Tannen, 2012).

The length of pauses can be strategically manipulated to convey power or control. Between-speaker and within-speaker silences have been identified as distinct categories, with potential implications for communication dynamics (Chowdhury et al., 2017).

3.3 Power of Active Listening in Negotiation

The role of pause in active listening is of utmost importance as it serves as a powerful tool for creating rapport and promoting understanding and intellectual humility. Active listening, characterized by attentive focus and deliberate avoidance of interruptions, is a cornerstone of respectful communication in negotiation and beyond. It fosters understanding by its incorporation of empathy (Rodat, 2020). When we listen carefully to the speaker without interrupting them, we show them respect.

By attentively receiving and processing information shared by the other party, a negotiator demonstrates respect and creates a safe space for open communication. This, in turn, aligns with the concept of intellectual humility which refers to an open-minded and non-defensive approach to self-evaluation and belief assessment. When individuals perceive themselves as being truly heard and understood, they are more likely to acknowledge their limitations and recognize the possibility of alternative perspectives. This fosters a more collaborative negotiation environment (Reis et al., 2018).

3.3.1 Active Listening as a Powerful Tool in Negotiation

While active listening is commonly advised in integrative negotiations, contemporary research on dyadic business negotiations of German-speaking participants with multi-issue offers (which entail two or more of the issues in a negotiation) indicates that its general application may not significantly impact economic negotiation results positively nor negatively. Yet, there has been limited empirical exploration of theoretical claims concerning its direct impact on interactions. Active listening tends to strengthen integrative statements and restrict distributive statements in subsequent speech acts following multi-issue offers. These patterns of Multi-Issue Offers and Active Listening can promote value generation and lead to agreements that optimize economic outcomes for all involved parties (Jäckel et al., 2024), (Rogers, Farson, 1987). However, qualitative findings from crisis negotiations also support the positive impact of active listening on negotiators’ rapport (Garcia, 2017), (Royce, 2005).

4. Results

4.1 Negotiation as a Setting

The act of negotiation is a process that commences with a thought, progresses to a word, and concludes with an action. In this matter, it can be perceived as the communication process which also follows this pattern. A word is like a knife. It can be utilized for either good or harmful purposes. It can be used to prepare a meal in the kitchen or to inflict harm on someone. Similarly, our words have the power to impact others positively or negatively (Pošíval & Nekolová, 2023).

Studies on how power and language affect how we speak (speech styles) have explored persuasion, but they focus on certain aspects and miss the importance of silence. These studies typically conduct research in phonology, syntax, lexicon, texts, and narratives. While these are important, they do not consider silence as a tool for persuasion (Hosman, 2002). In addition to that, the strategies used in negotiation are influenced not only by other participant’s personality but also by their expectations that are based on the assumptions of perception of the submissive/domineering behavior (Thimm et al., 1995).

4.1.1 Perceived Power in Interaction

Pauses, particularly those used strategically after a turn, can be employed to distribute power within an interaction. Analyzing silence is crucial for understanding power dynamics within communication. Silence, despite its apparent absence, signifies a “repressed yet pervasive presence” heavily influenced by the surrounding context. It can manifest power by shaping the context and influencing how situations are perceived. Additionally, silence can wield power by intentionally creating ambiguity in meaning (Achino-Loeb, 2022).

Negotiators often face the challenge of responding promptly to difficult questions or comments during a negotiation, fearing that delay may make them appear weak or disrupt the negotiation’s flow. The length of the silent pause correlates with its effectiveness in negotiation contexts. Very short pauses (less than 3 seconds) are not associated with value creation, whereas pauses of at least 3 seconds of duration (extended silence) are perceived as effective. Moreover, negotiators who use extended silence demonstrate a greater deliberative mindset and show also a reduction in fixed-pie perceptions. Both notions are associated with value creation. By understanding the usefulness of silence, we learn to time the pause. Integrating non-confrontational behaviors alongside extended periods of silence could enhance the organic nature of silence (Curhan et al., 2022).

4.1.2 Dominance and Domineering Behavior

Power dynamics in communication are influenced by speech style, interruptions, and dominance behaviors. “Powerful” and “powerless” speech styles are characterized by different linguistic features, including speech rate, turn-taking, and hedges (Bradac & Mulac, 1984). Interruptions can signal dominance or belonging, depending on the context (Lestary et al., 2018). While dominance involves both assertion and acceptance of control, it’s crucial to distinguish between individual message behavior and the interactive pattern (Tannen, 2012), (Rogers‐Millar & Millar, 1979). Perceived dominance emerges from the interplay between speaker’s control-claiming actions and the recipient’s responses (Thimm et al., 1995).

Strategies for perceived dominance vary, including implicit feedback and speech acceleration. Eliminating pauses can prevent dominant partners from seizing control (Thimm et al., 1995). However, the effectiveness of these strategies depends on the social context, and interruptions can be used by both dominant and submissive participants.

4.1.3 Powerful and Powerless Speech Styles

Powerful speakers often use direct, concise language, while less powerful speakers tend to be more hesitant (Bradac & Mulac, 1984). Strategic manipulation of speech style can occur. Non-verbal cues also influence perceptions of power, with confident demeanor and direct speech associated with higher perceived power (Hosman & Siltanen, 2006), (Parton et al., 2022).

Pauses in-turn and between-turn (2-3 seconds, 5 seconds cap) can enhance message impact by allowing listeners to process information and signaling the importance of the content (Pošíval & Nekolová, 2023). While longer pauses can emphasize points, excessive silence may create discomfort. The situation should be continuously assessed.

4.1.4 The Standard Maximum and Tolerance Threshold

Prolonged silence may signal disinterest or increase pressure resulting in tension between the participants, and be intimidating, but this is subjective (Weingartová et al., 2014). The lag between requests and affirmative responses may indicate willingness to comply with a request decrease as silence length increases. There is a “tolerance threshold” of approximately 0,6 seconds beyond which the listener’s hesitation regarding compliance becomes evident. However, silence carries different meanings across cultures (Roberts & Francis, 2013).

The “standard maximum” for comfortable silence in conversation is estimated to be around 0.9-1.2 seconds. Silences exceeding this duration often lead to interruptions or termination by one participant. Notably, silence remains highly context-dependent; an “alternative metric” comprising a two-second silence might have a distinct meaning compared to shorter intervals depending on the situation (Jefferson, 1989).

Reversing silence is simpler than reversing spoken words. Conversely, not expressing something expected by another person in a particular situation can be perceived as hostile or unintelligent. This adverse aspect of silence is particularly evident in cross-cultural exchanges. Understanding silence better can lead to a deeper understanding of ourselves (Jaworski, 1993).

5. Discussion

Silence triggers internal reflection and extended silence could be taught. It does not need to be perceived as intimidation. Silence can be used collaboratively, without damaging relationships. Therefore, one possible technique for making extended silence more bearable would be to demonstrate the practice where there is a period of extended silence presented in a non-threatening way. This would be for instance by looking to the side, scratching head, or commenting on the following pause by the words “just a minute” (Curhan et al., 2022). Additionally, the following section presents scenarios of cases where silence is used as a tool, efficiently.

5.1 Resolving conflicts

Strategic use of silence can enhance communication, particularly in challenging situations. When conveying negative news, concise and uninterrupted speech can project confidence and allow the recipient to process information effectively. Conversely, pauses after active listening demonstrate empathy and encourage thoughtful responses. In customer service, a brief pause after acknowledging a customer’s concern allows for reflection and demonstrates genuine consideration before providing a solution. This strategic use of silence fosters trust, promotes collaboration, and ultimately leads to more effective communication.

5.2 Client meetings and proposals

Strategic pausing is a powerful tool for effective communication, particularly in client interactions. By pausing after acknowledging a client’s concerns, you demonstrate active listening, build trust, and gain valuable time to formulate a thoughtful response. This approach encourages a collaborative atmosphere, allowing the client to clarify their needs and potentially reveal areas of flexibility. Pauses also command attention, project confidence, and encourage deliberate consideration from the other party, leading to more favorable outcomes.

5.3 Salary negotiations

Using silence strategically can serve as a useful tool in salary negotiations. A brief pause after stating your desired salary can signal confidence and allow the employer to consider your request. When negotiations become challenging, pausing before responding can allow for thoughtful consideration and demonstrate composure. While silence can be used to distribute power, excessive pausing can undermine confidence. Understanding and effectively utilizing silence requires careful consideration of the context and desired outcome.

5.4 Cohabiting disagreements

Pausing is a valuable communication tool in various interpersonal contexts. In disagreements, a brief pause after listening demonstrates empathy and creates space for finding a mutually beneficial solution. When making requests or teaching, pauses enhance comprehension and encourage engagement. In information-gathering situations, a well-timed pause can lead to more detailed responses. However, the effectiveness of silence depends on cultural perceptions and the specific context.

5.5 Giving instructions

Extended silence may lead to discomfort or interruptions when it comes to giving instructions. When giving instructions to someone new or unfamiliar with the task, avoid lengthy pauses between steps. This can create confusion and leave them unsure of what to do next. Try to pause for a few seconds after you finish explaining all of the steps to allow the other person to think of what you have said, and to create space for reflection and possible reaction in the form of additional questions for better understanding. A pause can be used to highlight a particular point or statement. Pausing right before or after a key piece of information can draw attention to it and make it more memorable. A pause can give you a moment to collect your thoughts, formulate a response, or simply regain your composure before continuing.

6. Conclusion

Psycholinguistic silence is a potent communication tool impacting negotiations and interpersonal dynamics. Its effectiveness depends on duration and context. Strategic use of silence can influence power, de-escalate tension, and encourage reflection. Integrating silence into daily interactions may reduce conflict. Future research should examine cultural differences and nonverbal aspects of silence.
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        Abstract
The protagonist of Kafka’s short story “The Cares of a Family Man” is Odradek, a strange creature that presents a riddle about its identity: Is it a signifier or a signified? Inanimate or animate? Is it merely alive, or is it also a living being who speaks (zoon logon)? Odradek is all of these and none of them. Just as it wanders throughout the house, so it vacillates between these categorical distinctions. As such, it poses a threat to the consistency of the economies that constitute the house and are regulated by the law of the father. Chief among these is the economy of language, which is subverted by Odradek in various ways. Odradek could thus be seen as severing the bondage between the signifier and the signified, and opens up a rift within the hermetic array of signifiers. In this way, it allows for the hospitality of the nameless.
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The short story “The Cares of a Family Man” seems to be a miniature encapsulation of Kafka’s world. The story’s space belongs to the world of the home, which is dominated by the law of the father. Although the father only makes an appearance in the title and is not present in the story as an actual figure, he nevertheless serves as the prism through which the story is told. As the one who is in charge of the economy of the law, the father’s chief concern is the disturbing presence of Odradek in this domestic sphere. Yet why does Odradek awaken the father’s concern, or — in the spirit of Heidegger — his anxiety? The first reason must be its frenzy, its being in constant movement. Odradek cannot be caught, nor even defined, since beyond its frenetic fluttering, it is also engaged in an equally frenetic shifting between categories, as it moves from being described as a word, an object, a living being and a human being.

Odradek’s Distortion

The story thus presents the reader with a riddle — what is Odradek? Is it a signifier or a signified? Inanimate or animate? Is it merely alive, or is it also a living being who speaks (zoon logon)? Odradek is all of these things and none of them. Just as it wanders throughout the house, so it vacillates between these categorical distinctions. This intra-categorical vacillation is also present on the level of single statements, such as the following one: “no one, of course, would occupy himself with such studies if there were not a creature called Odradek. At first glance it looks like a flat star-shaped spool for thread, and indeed it does seem to have thread wound upon it.” 1 This statement starts with the assertion that Odradek is a creature, and concludes with its comparison to a spool of thread, i.e., an inanimate object. A creature clearly cannot resemble an object, and certainly cannot be an object.

The same vacillation is also apparent in the statement concerning Odradek’s muteness: “often he stays mute for a long time, as wooden as his appearance.” 2 Clearly, Odradek’s human muteness and the muteness of wood are not comparable, since muteness could be ascribed only to one who can speak. Wood cannot speak, and therefore cannot be mute. The association of Odradek to wood by means of the common denominator of muteness results in its demotion to the status of an object, or alternately, to that of a hybrid creature made of wood rather than flesh and blood, such as Pinocchio.

This vacillation reaches its climax with the discussion concerning the possibility of Odradek’s death: “Can he possibly die? Anything that dies has had some kind of aim in life, some kind of activity, which has worn out.” 3 Life is described here in terms of activity and destiny, whereas death is described as the result of attrition stemming from this activity and leading to annihilation. Yet can death in fact be viewed as the result of attrition? Indeed, the body slowly atrophies in the course of life, as it wears out and grows older. At the same time, it is known that, at least biologically, aging is a mechanism of cellular self-destruction rather than a natural process of wear and tear. The obvious conclusion is that the discussion of Odradek’s death is more appropriate for an inanimate object than for a living organism. This is so, since an object is something created to serve a certain function; it wears out in the process of being used; and finally, it is discarded once it no longer serves its purpose. Hence the paradoxical stance of ascribing death to an object that can fall apart, but cannot die. The discussion of death in terms of purposefulness thus leads to the objectification of death. The discussion of Odradek’s death, which is meant to support its categorization as a human creature, demotes it to the status of an object.

Yet it seems that what is even more worrisome than Odradek’s vacillation between categories is its own self-distortion. According to Benjamin, “Odradek is the form which things assume in oblivion. They are distorted.” 4 The primordial image of distortion, as Benjamin argues, characterizes Kafka’s literary world as a whole. It is present in Gregor Samsa, who becomes an insect, and in the crossbreed lamb-kitten. More than anything, this distortion is evident in the figure of the hunchback with his bowed head. The bowing of the head, according to Benjamin, is the most prevalent bodily gesture in Kafka’s oeuvre. It can be found in the judges bowing their heads from fatigue; or the audience members bowing their heads due to the tribune’s low ceiling. Benjamin ties this gesture of bowing to the above-mentioned figure of the hunchback. According to Benjamin, “This little man is at home in distorted life,” 5 just like the figures populating Kafka’s world. Benjamin even identifies the distorted laughter of the hunchback with the laughter of Odradek, which is no less distorted.

However, one must pause momentarily in order to wonder what modus of distortion is at stake here. There is no dispute concerning Odradek’s distortion. Yet what if this distortion were to be understood in a structural rather than a material context, as Benjamin does? In other words, what if the said distortion were to be identified not as actually present in Odradek’s body, but rather, with the distortion that Odradek’s presence admits into the world of the home? What if Odradek’s distortion were to be identified with the distortion of the law of the father, which constitutes the economies regulating the world of the home?

Although the cares of the family man are related to distortion, it is not the cares themselves that are distorted, as Benjamin argues; rather, it is their object of concern that is distorted. One can see the father’s concern as an appropriate response to Odradek, as the one which constantly distorts the cohesiveness of the economies that regulate the home.

Nor can one ignore the fact that Odradek’s disruption of the law of the father also carries an autobiographical charge, echoing its disruption by Kafka himself. This autobiographical dimension is also accompanied by a performative dimension, since the very act of writing about Odradek as a disruptive being, itself disrupts the life trajectory of a normative subject guided by the law of the father. In other words, rather than marrying and fathering children, Kafka wastes his time writing stories about Odradek and other distorted creatures, which reflect his stance in relation to the law of the father.

Signifier without Signified

Moreover, we have yet to speak of those economies that are disrupted by the uninvited guest called Odradek. Chief among these economies is that of language, which strives to supply at least one signifier for each and every signified, in an attempt to ensure that not even a single signified will elude signification — or, as Barthes puts it: it is either that everything signifies or that nothing signifies.

Odradek’s linguistic disruption is evident, first and foremost, in the signifier denoting its name, which should first be viewed in a strictly material context in terms of a vocal material: this is a signifier which is easy to pronounce due to the alliteration involving the consonant d, and thus alludes to some sort of affinity with the language of children. It thus joins other signifiers marked by an alliteration, which are similarly related to the language of children — such as the signifier “dada,” which serves as the name of an avant-garde art movement, or the signifier “fort-da,” that is mentioned by Freud. The affinity with the language of children is also notable in terms of Odradek’s abject dimension, due to its association with the word drek, meaning “litter” in both German and Yiddish. Just as material litter is disposed of from the economy of the home, so the signifier Odradek — or perhaps better “Odra-drek” — is semiotic litter disposed by the economy of language.

As for its meaning, Odradek can seemingly be included within the group of proper Slavic names that carry the suffix “ek,” such as Vladek, Yurek, or Chapek. Yet it quickly becomes evident that Odradek cannot be included within this group, if only for the simple reason that there is no such name in the Lang  the Saussurean term for the common inventory of signifiers accepted by a given linguistic community. The apparent conclusion is that this name is the result of the linguistic liberty that Kafka assumes — the liberty to invent a new signifier. In this sense, the signifier Odradek can be viewed as belonging to a private language spoken by a single speaker, whose name is Franz Kafka.

As an invented signifier, and in the absence of a signified to which it refers, Odradek is also an empty signifier, and is thus meaningless. And since it is meaningless, it could be discerned from the signifiers “dada” and “fort-da” which, despite their childish character, still carry some sort of meaning: “dada” is the equivalent of the English “Daddy”; whereas the German “fort-da” is composed of the signifier “fort,” meaning “away,” and the signifier “da,” meaning “there.” Nor can one ignore the fact that the form of the wooden reel that Freud’s grandson throws over and over again in his mother’s absence, while repeatedly pronouncing this expression, resembles the description of Odradek.

The disruption introduced by Odradek can thus be ascribed to a disruption to the process of meaning production. In a normative process, meaning is produced by the transit from the signifier, which is abandoned, to the signified it denotes. As Paul Valéry notes, the act of signification resembles a ladder that is abandoned immediately after being used. Thus, for instance, the expression “Do you have a light?” acquires its meaning in the moment in which the addressee of the interlocution hands the speaker a lit match. 6 Once this expression has been used, there is nothing more to do with it beside abandoning it. However, one could think of a situation wherein the transition from the signifier to the signified is delayed or complicated. In such a situation, the suspension of the transition to the signified involves a lingering of sorts on the signifier itself, which is thus disclosed in the fullness of its vocal materiality. This lingering and disclosure is, according to Valéry, the essence of poetic language. The case of Odradek is much more severe: the signifier does not delay the transition to the signified, but rather disables it completely, since it does not point to any distinct signified to begin with.

Odradek not only disrupts the process of meaning production, but also undermines the validity of language’s underlying assumptions. One such assumption, which is related to the signifier, is that there is no signifier that does not point to at least one signified; the other assumption, which is related to the signified, is that there exists no signified that lacks a signifier.

The first assumption defiantly ignores an entire group of signifiers devoid of signifieds. As noted, this group includes invented signifiers, whose quantity is potentially infinite, given that anyone can invent as many signifiers as they please. This group also includes the register of semiotic signifiers, as Kristeva calls them, which are characteristic of the pre-Oedipal use of language. These include, among others, an entire range of vocalizations — such as sighs of enjoyment and bitter weeping — which, while they have no distinct signified, are still not entirely devoid of meaning. This group also includes poetic language, already referred to above, as well as the language of children, which involves an echolalic use of signifiers and strange linguistic inventions of different kinds. Such usages and inventions often have an abject dimension, since the language of children is still not subordinate to the authority of the law of the father, which regulates language. This group of signifiers also includes Odradek, as an invented signifier that resonates with the language of abjection and with that of children. As such, it resembles the word pallaksch, which the German poet Friedrich Hölderlin mumbled in his moments of madness. The meaning of this word remains unresolved, so that it can be seen indeed as a signifier pointing to the loss of meaning as such.

Given this last assumption, one could, in principle, provide a signifier for every existing signified. Hence, there is no signified that can elude signification. This assumption is based on two arguments: the first — which is ontological in character — is that signifieds maintain their identity, so that it is impossible for one signified to vacillate between several identities; nor is it possible for it not to have a distinct identity to begin with (which is essentially a Heraclitean situation). The second argument — which is epistemological in character — is that each given signified can be recognized either directly or with the assistance of observational apparatuses. Thus, if there is a signified that has not yet been recognized — like distant stars or insects in the Amazon Rainforest — it is only a question of time until it is recognized and given signification. This argument thus negates the possible existence of a signified whose very nature precludes its being recognized, and hence marked by signification.

These are the very assumptions that are undermined by Odradek: from an ontological perspective, Odradek does not maintain its identity, since it vacillates between existence as an inanimate object, as a living being, and as a living being who speaks (zoon logon). From an epistemological perspective, Odradek eludes observation and thus also recognition, wandering as it does between different locations within the house. Its existence thus questions the very assumption that any signified can, in principle, be given signification.

Moreover, Odradek could be viewed as a delegate of an entire sphere that has not yet been recognized and given signification. This sphere, moreover, is — by its very definition  incapable of being recognized and given signification whatsoever. Odradek is thus the name of a linguistic hospitality that severs, in different modes, the bondage between the signifier and the signified, and thus opens up a rift within the hermetic array of signifiers. In this way, it allows for the hospitality of the nameless, which cannot be included in the economy of language.
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        Abstract
The motif and plot of Jon Fosse’s novel Stengd gitar (1985) recall classical Greek tragedy. The text, which is interposed with frequent periods creating pauses and silences, is a first-person narrative alternating with third-person accounts of the life of a twenty-year old woman named Liv. After she has locked herself out of her apartment and left her one-year old son locked in, she walks through town, desperately searching for a key. Flashbacks describe traumatic scenes from her life: she is scarred after being burnt in a fire at the age of four; she was tied down at her eighteenth birthday and coerced into sexual intercourse; in the present she is exposed to the eyes of people in the street and recalls a bad drug trip during which the eyes of gray animals penetrated her skin. Peripeteia and anagnorisis merge in Liv’s mind in a scene at the hairdresser’s where her hair is dyed with multiple colors, thus being transformed into an artwork.
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        Introduction

The novel is prefaced by a quote from Theodor Adorno: “[…] at present the point of view of the narrator may be defined as a paradox. It is no longer possible to narrate; however, the form of the novel requires narration”1. In Fosse’s novel narration takes place spontaneously as a fusion of scattered fragments distributed haphazardly in the mind of the protagonist. The fragments appear as a subtle form of intertextuality. Hypotexts in the form of allegories blend with Liv’s daily experience. Narrative structure is replaced by an obsessive form of repetition emphasizing the need to speak while at the same time expressing an urge to keep silent. The distinctly musical rhythm of repetition is underscored by the fact that the novel is written in nynorsk, New Norwegian, one of two Norwegian language variants, the other one being bokmål. The musical cadence of New Norwegian endows the novel with an original tonality.

The intertexts

There are two allegorical patterns behind the text. Firstly, the myth of Orpheus and Eurydice. The myth appears in the text on two levels: As Orpheus’ song emanating from the black guitar which is played in a trembling tone at first and descends into silence at the end; and in the glance of Orpheus which forces Eurydice to return to darkness as does Liv. Secondly, the story of Abraham and Issac, Genesis 22, 1-19. The two underlying allegorical patterns are intertwined and enhanced by the subtle discursive implementation of the Kierkegaardian concept of self-enclosure, Indesluttethed, as analyzed by Vigilius Haufniensis in The Concept of Anxiety (Begrebet Angest, 1844), and silence punctuated by a trembling speech in Fear and Trembling (Frygt og Bæven, 1843) by Johannes de Silentio. The blue, trembling tones of the guitar turn into bars, sprinklar, blocking the light. Liv descends (or ascends?) into darkness, thus realizing the absolute relation to the absolute, Johannes de Silentio’s definition of the religious. Liv’s interior monologue enacts an Aristotelean pathos in the modern(ist) mode.

In Poetics Aristotle defines action, praxis, as the movement of the psyche towards something it wants. By contrast, passion, pathos is passive; the psyche is moved. Aristotle understands, however, that the two concepts are combined in human experience. Liv is moved; she suffers because of the absence of her brother and her son who is locked in after the door slammed, leaving the key inside the apartment. In Sophocles’ tragedy Electra is locked out by the community and is looking for her brother Orestes. However, Liv also moves towards something as does Electra who is adamant about avenging the murder of her father Agamemnon by her mother Clytemnestra. Fosse’s novel is in every way as tragic as Electra. Several details indicate a similarity: the search for a brother, a lost child, and exposure to the eyes of the community. In Fosse’s novel anonymous people in town stare at Liv because her face is scarred and in Sophocles’ play the chorus admonishes Electra to give up her revenge. Further, like Electra the modern heroine has her hair cut short and wears old clothes, signs of lament. I believe that Stengd gitar was directly inspired by Electra. In Stengd gitar the father has not been murdered but he is in a weak state, missing two front teeth, bent down and casting his eyes on the ground. The state of tragic pathos is transferred to modern times and the protagonist is a young woman engaged in a desperate search not only for her brother but for insight, knowledge about herself and her place. Where is she if she is locked out and cannot obtain a key? Her plight is as desperate as Electra’s. Add to these details the semantic proximity of the names — Electra means light and Liv means life.

During her walk through town Liv feels people’s eyes piercing her and she recalls a nightmare she had during a bad drug trip: the eyes of fierce-looking animals were piercing her skin. She also recalls her eighteenth birthday party where she was tied down and forced to have sex with someone she barely knew. Added to this memory, in the manner of a montage, is her memory of being burnt in a house-fire at the age of four. These episodes, mixing past and present, show the presence in the text of the myth of Orpheus and Eurydice: Orpheus turns around and looks at Eurydice thus causing her to return to the darkness she emerged from. Intermingled with this hypotext is a double intertext: Firstly, Abraham and Isaac. Isaac is tied down on the stack of wooden logs where he is destined to be consumed by fire after the knife of his father has pierced his heart; and secondly, Søren Kierkegaard’s Fear and Trembling as well as his Concept of Anxiety. In the latter work Vigilius Haufniensis describes the mental state of a person who is locked out and locked in at the same time, i.e. locked into herself. Liv states repeatedly during her walk that she is locked into herself and locked out of her place. As I have indicated, Vigilius’ word for this self-enclosure is Indesluttethed, being shut in. In the former work Kierkegaard’s pseudonym Johannes de Silentio describes how Isaac’s voice trembled when addressing his father.

The welded artwork

With the song of Orpheus and with Isaac’s trembling voice we discover yet another motif of Stengd gitar, probably the most significant one: the music of the black guitar. Liv has for several years been a member of a rock band performing in town. The band has broken up but the music persists in her mind as she is making her way through town in search of a key and her brother. Several quotes will indicate the meaning of the music: “mjuke fargar fra ein svart gitar”/“soft colors from a black guitar”; “mjuke fargar, og lys i alle fargane”/“soft colors, and light in all the colors”; “gitaren skjelv mellom veggene”/“the guitar trembled between the walls”2. At its full potential the guitar vibrates and spreads light — the music at one point emits a blue light. Liv has a synaesthetic experience, sound and color at once. However, later the guitar strings turn into sprinklar, bokmål tremmer, bars in English: “gitaren er blitt til ein sprinkel”/“the guitar has turned into a bar”; “den svarte gitaren er ein sprinkel mot lyset”/“the black guitar is a bar against the light”3. The guitar is mute — the song of Orpheus is silenced as Eurydice returns to darkness; and Abraham is silent because no words can describe his pathos, his faith and his gratitude when his son is spared. The silence of the guitar opens up a deeper voice that cannot be represented in language. When the guitar is finally closed or locked inaudible tones are sensed beyond the senses: the tones of Liv’s spirit itself whose agony is vented as an obsessive, manic repetition. This agonized repetition alternates with another textual tone: the staccato rhythm of the guitar, now re-created and infused into the text; the staccato effect is interspersed with spiccato (played with a bouncing bow if the instrument is a violin), and even with pizzicato where the strings are plucked. These inaudible rhythms sublimate the text, lifting it into the sphere of music. Words turn into a silence that is at the same time a beat*: the beating of Liv’s heart.

Significantly, Liv’s father is a welder working night shifts in a factory. Welding is a major rhetorical metaphor, indicating the mixing or fusion of the colors emanating from the black guitar and the colors implanted in Liv’s short-cropped hair by the hairdresser. The silent, locked guitar whose music ceased at one point, only to be revived and infused into the text, passes through a second metamorphosis as it is transmitted to Liv’s hair. Her exclusion from the apartment and her frustrated attempt to obtain a key from an elusive building superintendent are thus compensated for.

Although Liv walks into darkness like Electra and Eurydice and does not manage to get inside her apartment at the end of the novel, a chance at a turning point combined with insight, a coming to terms with the fundamental emptiness and loss at the core of her Being, is hinted at: Liv describes the hairdresser who is cutting her hair short as someone who knows; he knows why she wants her hair cut. This is a brief moment of peripeteia and anagnorisis in a modern vein, the vein of an elusive possibility: a potential metamorphosis leading to transcendence.

Fetichism and mimesis

In an essay on Walter Benjamin T. W. Adorno states: “He is driven not merely to awaken congealed life in petrified objects — as in allegory — but also to scrutinize living things so that they present themselves as being ancient, ‘Ur-historical’ and abruptly release their significance”4. In Mimesis and Alterity Michael Taussig comments that Benjamin addresses “the fetish character of objecthood under capitalism, demystifying and reenchanting, out-fetishing the fetish”5. Taussig proceeds to ask whether Benjamin’s scrutiny does in fact awaken rather than petrify ąnd reify historical objects. The answer is positive: awakening is taking place as the fetishized object becomes an outward representation of an intrinsic spirit. Referring to maternal labor and birth rituals performed by the Cuna Indian shaman of the San Blas Islands off Panama, Taussig describes how the ritual awakens petrified fetish-objects, carved wooden figurines. Taussig concludes that replication, i.e. the artwork, in casu the wooden figurines, possesses a magical power. This is the power of the mimetic faculty, the ability of the artist to represent, to mimic and to replicate. The ancient object, Ur-history, is re-awakened through being turned into an artform. Moreover, the artwork captures the soul, the spirit that had been imprisoned in the body. The Cuna Indian birth ritual attains an existential and aesthetic significance that may be applied to the modernist narrative mode. Jon Fosse’s protagonist Liv goes through such a process of awakening through reproduction, in her case as a reproduction of the multiple colors of the guitar.

Conclusion

What then, is narration in Jon Fosse’s novel? And what is literary and philosophical influence? It is certainly not influence in the traditional sense. Even as I have claimed that Fosse’s novel was inspired by Sophocles’ Electra, I must argue that the intertextuality of Stengd gitar is singularly unorthodox. The intertexts are present in Liv’s mind, and by extension in the author’s mind, as a welded web of scattered but interconnected threads, or rather molten scraps of metal. The narrative welding occurs in a spontaneous manner; it is an unconscious rhetorical maneuver. The absorption in Liv’s and in the author’s mind of the philosophical and literary canon is intrinsic to the discourse; it is one with it. We can detect no external imposition of a narrative plan. The spontaneity of the text illuminates the life of a twenty-year old working-class woman whose experience occurs within the course of two days, Tuesday, December 13th and Wednesday, December 14th. Liv’s experience is universal. It is so because of the uncanny nature of the text: the way it discloses living things in the present as being ancient.
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