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organize discourse as a synthesis of ambiguities and mostly on the manner in

which we negotiate language as discontinuous reality. Collective memory is struc-
tured in relation to a layered public consciousness that reacts by trying to unify distinct
witnessing positions. Consequently, there are instances in which cultural remembrance
is no longer an individually available dimension, but rather a collective identity-shaped
relationship to the specific recognized sufterings of others. Usually, the ways in which
collective traumas are written or encoded in figures of remembrance is determined by
forms of attention and disambiguation which are linked to already defined identities.
Thus, we have to ask ourselves how history is written as a relationship to the others, and
whether or not memory positions are possible outside forms of identity.

The way in which we employ the term ambiguity is partly adopted from Simone
de Beauvoir’s text, The Ethics of Ambiguity (Pour une morale de Pambiguite, 1947), in
which the alternative to an impossible and complete system of ethical rules seems to
be the capacity to embrace ambiguity and frailty as the fundamental conditions of our
attitudes, thoughts and actions.! Following Hegel, Simone de Beauvoir discusses the
distance between the subject and oneself that shapes the “displacement” from which
moral consciousness springs, as freedom and confinement overlap. Thus, ambiguity is
mostly understood as the fragile and transitory position between two opposing terms
(for instance, subject and object, particularity and universality, finite and infinity, etc.)
that generate a tension springing from the impossibility of taking shelter under any
of them. Ambiguity is uncomfortable because it presupposes tearing oneself from the
world and becoming “a disclosure of existence through its very failures™ by refusing
to coincide or identify with oneself. I would like to borrow the concept of ambiguity
(understood as the impossibility “to determine this relationship between meaning and
content abstractly and universally™ because “the Other is multiple” and each individual
must be seen “as an end”) and try to apply it to cultural memory and observe the ways
in which gestures of remembrance could also be defined as taking place in-between
already defined cultural symbols, identities and images of a common past. In this case,
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ambiguity would be understood as a distinct experience of remembrance channeled by
the vulnerable position of the subject as witness in relation to the discontinuities of his-
torical narratives. Ambiguity as an experience of the interval, concerning our possibility
of understanding ourselves through discourses of cultural traumas, will help define the
workings of memory as being based on the tensions between an integrative narrative
desire and the pluralistic nature of experiences and events.

In order to understand the language of remembrance as an ambiguous holistic en-
deavor, I shall turn my attention to the novels of Colum McCann, where different in-
dividual stories and their common historical references contain one another and, at the
same time, divide the truth and multiply the faces of that which is shared. Our desire to
inscribe reality in functional frameworks and to find coherent symbolic constructions is
challenged by the excess of the real and the inadequacy of representation. The workings
of intangible cultural heritage perform a mediati+ng function between historicity and
existence or between representation and trauma, yet most of our possibilities of looking
back into the past are constructed on the principle of a resisting temporal, material or
experiential excess (the most common example might be Proust’s involuntary memory).
Possibilities of “truth™ through instances of bearing witness are no longer sought out
inside personal or historic memory, but outside of the personal and the historical, in
the complex ambiguities of cultural wounds that make room for the complex cross-
cultural and cross-historical language of experiences and their references. By rethinking
intangible heritage and cultural memory as an always unfinished project in-between
individuality and collectivity, monument and loss, superstructure and trace, we will be
able to understand the fictional and symbolic mechanisms through which we define the
‘common’ and the ways in which we could think community, identity and historical
frames after the twentieth century’s fragmented legacy.

Kai T. Erikson, in Everything in Its Path,* understands collective trauma as the bro-
ken sense of the ‘common’ that used to tie individuals together and that made them
also define themselves according to those common features. Collective trauma contains
the realization of that missing dimension of the self that could only exist through the
sense of community. We could argue that the ways in which we remember and inherit
collective traumas are also underlined by our need to retrace the inner spaces of that
lost sense of community. Thus, the workings of cultural memory are based on the idea
of an integrative force that aims to reestablish a broken unity by drawing a connection
between subjects from the same or different historical contexts and their sufterings. In
other words, our narratives of collective traumas are also shaped, at the level of dis-
course, representation, and remembrance, by an integrative narrative desire generated
by our need of totalizing, dis-ambiguous interpretations of our historical past. This need
may have many sources, but one of them could be the idea of envisioning an atemporal
community that would compensate for our postmodern sense of a broken ‘common.’
The tension between unifying bonds and disjunctive individual stories at the level of
meaning creation in cultural memory is what I will pay attention to when turning to
contemporary fiction writing. Jeffrey C. Alexander argues that the social construction of
the memory of collective traumas is founded on the assumption that we can share the
suffering of other people:
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1t is by constructing cultural trawmas that social groups, national societies, and sometimes
even entive civilizations not only cognitively identify the existence and source of human
suffering but “take on boavd” some significant vesponsibility for it. Insofar as they identify
the cause of trauwma, and theveby assume such moval vesponsibility, members of collectivities
define their solidary velationships in ways that, in principle, allow them to sharve the suffer-
ings of others. Is the suffering of others also our own?®

Literature has understood the possibility of making the suffering of others our own as
an ambiguity, because language can only reflect suffering as an excess of historical nar-
rative. The discourse of memory in literature can only supplement and complement
this impossibility, paradoxically allowing for both distance and intimacy in relation to
the fictionalized events. The ideas of translation, mirroring and unexpectedly drawn
inter-subjective spaces define the way in which Colum McCann writes his novels about
the distinct pathways throughout which we could elaborate collective trauma and the
historical past. This approach could also be described by what Anne Fuchs calls “impact
narratives” that are built on the disproportion between the historical excess they refer-
ence and the desire for representation.

By referencing the original impact event as an excessive vuptuve, they summon new ve-
imaygimings and vepresentations that, however, always communicate their own inadequacy.
This ineluctable dialectic between the overabundance of imayges and their simultaneous in-
adequacy is thus the driving engine, propelling the generation of further impact narratives.
They invoke a historical excess that can never be adequately grasped by the vavious artistic,
literary and histovical vepresentations that impact events incite.

Anne Fuchs talks about “impact narratives” that emphasize the “excess of the real” point-
ing to their representational inadequacy and to the idea that the referenced event has a
life of its own which only partly intersects with the realm of discursive visibility. This
idea is part of a new type of approach to the idea of representing an event, in which
the mechanisms of continuous reconstruction and ambiguity challenge our sheltered,
framed and coherent experience of realities and their meanings. We could argue that,
paradoxically, this experience of ambiguity in relation to images of the past underlies a
more complex way of engaging with the processes of meaning creation inside the already
drawn cultural spaces of remembrance. Fiction writing linked to historical events plays
a fundamental role in the possibilities of rendering the experience of ambiguity which
is opened up by the intersecting superimposed space of different witnessing positions.
This space drawn by distances is also illustrative for the dynamics of our inter-subjective
space defined by the constant migration of possibilities of bearing witness and of rep-
resenting the suffering of other as common historical wounds. We might state that the
memory of collective wounds is not an archival memory written by historical narratives,
but a dynamic one, energized by its own incompleteness. This type of memory depends
on the ways in which we take on responsibilities and the ways we carry the desire to
write, rewrite or accompany the missing testimony, the impossible recollection. Domi-
nic LaCapra theorizes two ways of assuming collective trauma or elaborating historical
past as personal experience:
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In acting out, one velives the past as if one were the other, including oneself as another in
the past-one is fully possessed by the other or the other’s ghost; and in working through, one
tries to acquive some critical distance that allows one to engage in life in the present, to as-
sume vesponsibility—but that doesn’t mean that you utterly transcend the past. It means
that you come to tevms with it in a diffevent way velated to what you judge to be desivable
possibilities that may now be created, including possibilities that lost out in the past but may
still be vecaptured and veactivated, with significant diffevences, in the present and fiuture.”

In acting-out, collective traumas have no other temporal dimension, but that of retribu-
tion and linear spectrality, while working through refers to that positioning towards
the past that takes into consideration different temporalities and stories that oppose the
idea of a single, totalizing affect of remembrance. The distinctions made by LaCapra
regard memory as depending mostly on individual options and positionings. We believe
it useful to also talk about distinct dimensions of remembrance and about the effects of
forgiveness on cultural memory in an age in which experiences of recollection are mostly
drawn on the need to stay faithful to certain forms of identity. As we privilege coherence
based on our need of acting-out, mourning and legitimization, we could also reconsider
excess and the experience of ambiguity as an active force of remembrance and empathy.
LaCapra’s idea about working through could be said to refer to a multilayered reconcili-
ation with the past which is not founded on the unified interpretation that makes us
reenact certain wounds, but rather on the possibility of integrating plural misaligned
significances. This misalignment does not undermine our narrative desire for totaliza-
tion and recognition, but it actually drives our attention to the potentially reconciled
fragments inside intertextuality.

There has been a shift from the traditional understanding of memory as a7s to a more
fluid approach to memory as vis, emphasized in the work of Aleida Assmann. Follow-
ing this distinction, Astrid Erll also notices that the traditional model of memory as
storehouse is questioned by a different view of memory as a continuous reconstructive
activity that takes place through forgetting and selection.® These ideas inherit Maurice
Halbwachs’s sociological understanding of the workings of memory based on the cul-
tural needs of our historical present. These directions describe the fluid architecture of
memory and emphasize the fact that the spaces and distances separating the self from
the past are not fixed structures, but ambiguous constellations that center around the
acknowledged fragile and fluctuating position of the subject as a place of remembrance.
We would like to know how fiction writing responds to this positioning of the subject
at the margins of the event rather that at the center of it. It would also be interesting
to know whether or not the languages of ambiguity can bear witness to history as an
inter-personal reality.

N EACH narrative configuration of a historical event, there is an anonymous story
that marginally intersects with the recounted event constructing the idea that the
written word is inter-linked to the dimensions of a missing word. In his writing,
Colum McCann plays with these intersections between marginal and central stories as
their borders expand or diminish in order to contain the central reference that sometimes
loses its geography. McCann is not only interested in the multiple connections between
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characters and their stories inside an over-arching historical picture, but rather he tries
to capture the gaps between meanings generated by the zoom-ins and zoom-outs of his
novels. As readers, we get to witness how stories become sealed inside their main char-
acters and actually experience the idea of a world of unforeseen intersections that closes
back upon itself whenever we open a different gate or pursue another character. Thus, in
McCann’s novels, we constantly encounter this tension between the simultaneous implo-
sion of the world and its external unfolding. Temporalities and spaces blend inside the
same historical narrative which is unequally shared and whose particular voices confront
each other by means of a time-traveling foreign object. The historical perspective drawn
by Colum McCann neither begins nor ends with any of these individual characters’
lives. For instance, in TransAtlantic (2013), history unfolds as it follows the red thread
of a sealed letter that crosses the Atlantic. The narrative of trans-generational suffering
has its own parallel trajectory in relation to cultural memory. The novel begins with a
detailed recount of the historical transatlantic flight of Alcock and Brown in a modified
First World War bomber. The tension of this moment is built through the detailed de-
scriptions of their maneuvers and expectations oriented towards a very straightforward
goal: flying the bomber across the Atlantic to Ireland. Their experience during the flight
seems to have nothing to do with the larger aim of the endeavor, historical meaning be-
ing something independent from individual choice. Then we move into the story of the
reporters, two women who were looking forward to writing about this event. 1845 Ire-
land unfolds through the eyes of Frederick Douglass, whose political visit was destined
to tackle the desire for abolitionism. Douglass witnesses the first signs of the Great Irish
Famine and his discourse about the freeman gets other valences inside a distinct cultural
space. The suffering of the other appears like a fissure inside the traditional historical and
cultural symbolism as singular individual gestures seem to bear their own differentiated
memory. Recounted scenes from the peace negotiations conducted by George Mitchell
in Northern Ireland, in 1998, are mirrored by the story of an Irish mother who lost her
son right before the evoked Belfast Agreement.

Rather than playing with the discontinuous fragmentary images of a certain his-
torical contemporaneity to obtain aesthetic effects, Colum McCann problematizes the
question of time layers and experience layers, exploring both the isolation and co-de-
pendency of individual stories against the backdrop of history. Kaisa Kaakinen explores
the idea of “the generalized but disjunctive sharing of time™ in literature, acknowledg-
ing the distinct reading positions through which the gaps of text are being engaged or
filled in. For Kaakinen, thinking about historical relatedness and historical imagination
becomes a reflection of the way in which we construct the idea of a “heterogeneous
present” through literary texts. Writers such as Joseph Conrad and W. G. Sebald make
room for the textual gaps that build connections and create linkages across temporal
and geographical contexts, sequencing and juxtaposing experiences inside transcultural
memory. Our ‘present’ is regarded as the co-presence of different pieces of temporal
frames that determine distinct reading and witnessing positions which are inbuilt in the
possibilities of remembrance that actually create the historical subject. We could argue
that this historical subject also inherits the past through the conflicts of an ambiguous
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disjointed present and through the available means of translating different traumatic
historical contexts from one another. This is what Michael Rothberg terms “multidi-
rectional memory,”'® pointing out the way in which collective traumas are articulated
in the public sphere through each other’s discursive resources. We might argue that this
dialogic memory should not only emphasize the intersections between distinct historical
contexts of victimhood and the transcultural and translatable nature of these experi-
ences, but it could also point to the untranslatable dimensions of particular experiences.
Through literary mechanisms of meaning creation, the language of ambiguity responds
to this untranslatability by containing the tension of the written and unwritten indi-
vidual stories inside the larger space of transmission. This is what Colum McCann seems
to achieve in his writing by constructing bridges of continuity and resonance between
individual stories surrounding a certain historical event, but most of all by closely link-
ing these stories’ non-communicable disjunctive and isolated pathways. Paradoxically, in
McCann’s novels, individual stories unfold and develop as they are being cut loose from
their initial point of intersection with history’s unified world-stage. The inner lives of
these characters measure themselves against the distances they draw in relation to the
recognized position of a universal victim. Collective memory becomes an unfinished
project that speaks the language of ambiguity in order to produce the effect of untrans-
latability inside literary possibilities of remembrance. The language of ambiguity also
underlies the idea of multiple time layers to which subjective consciousness belongs to
at the same time.

One of the main conceptual categories which deals with this idea of incommensurate
particularity inside the semantics of history is microhistory. The term has been coined by
Carlo Ginzburg, in Threads and Traces: True False Fictive, where the sense of the phrase
petite histoire replaces the traditional historiographical model. Microhistory is defined
as “the minute analysis of a circumscribed documentation, tied to a person who was
otherwise unknown.”"! Being a detailed analysis, microhistory is the uncovering of an
incomplete truth, the argument of microhistory being that reality is discontinuous and
heterogeneous. Microhistory works with obstacles revealing the lacunae and deforma-
tions inside representations and narratives of the past. We can argue that lacunae and
gaps are not usually there to be filled up but to be integrated as footprints of an unre-
coverable particularity. Detail is of utter importance for microhistory mediating between
the macro- and the micro-structures of the event. Microhistory refers to the possibility
of finding an answer and an ‘echo’ for a certain major experience of humanity inside
subjectivity and inside the individual. There is not just a narrative force, but an evocative
one which should be able to underline the shadow of singularity inside the big agenda of
history. That is why I believe that microhistory should open up the abyss of singularity
and individuality inside the continuous pre-defined line of the historical narration like a
document inside the document, which accounts for the crumbled micro-experiences that
history or memory cannot testify for.

In his novel Zoli (2006), McCann looks at the adaptations of cultural memory and
the way in which the written word becomes a form of betrayal as paradigms shift. The
character of Zoli is inspired by the Romany poet of Polish origin, Papusza, whose lines
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evoke her experience during the Holocaust, but which later on become associated with
the communist initiative of Romany ghettoization in Eastern Europe in the °50s and
’60s. The novel is very complex, presenting also the ideological reinterpretation of ideas
as times change and governments crack and also the cultural crash between different
ways of seeing the world as written memory and mystical memory cannot find ways of
reconciling their commonly referenced past. The leftist beliefs that inspired Swann, one
of the novel’s main characters, and made him travel to Czechoslovakia will be shaken
later on, as they are faced with the political climate of Eastern Europe. His idealized
expectations about the Romany nomadic world will also be dampened as his apolitical
intellectual and literary interest in their customs and beliefs threatens to destroy their
culture. Zoli’s oral memory and magical thinking are also codified beyond their au-
thor’s intentions to speak to the political environments of specific and distinct historical
contexts. Zoli’s songs and poems are gathered and published by Swann, leading to her
expulsion from the Gypsy community she grew up in and her exile in Europe. She also
rejects her songs and poems, choosing concealment and silence against the archive and
the power to recount the story. From Zoli’s perspective, recollections remain plural,
fragmentary and Earth-bound, stories and meanings refusing to become part of unitary
memory. If written words have the “magical power” of holding people prisoners or
granting them their freedom and speaking their intentions, then words must be erased
and forgotten, turning gestures of remembrance and memory into a way of mourning
lost meanings. This logic that seems to underlie Zoli’s wanderings and exile is not actu-
ally a counter-cultural position, but the sign of a deeper understanding of the indivisible
relationship between the spirit of mourning and the production of histories, as observed
by Paul Connerton.'? Therefore, histories are not only generated by the mechanisms of
legitimization or by the conjunctive desires to justify the present, but they are also the
effect of a sense of loss and mourning that creates bridges between distinct temporali-
ties and traditions in unpredictable ways. We could argue that the aesthetic experience
of the historical dimension as a field of intersecting disjunctive stories conveys a distinct
understanding of the inner spaces of heritage. Intangible heritage is marked by discon-
tinuities and the gulf between characters and their experiences becomes a space of con-
nectedness and narrative exploration. In his novels, Colum McCann manages to capture
the paradoxical idea of witnessing subjective positions that constitute at the same time
the centrality and the margin of a world. By embracing contradiction, compressing or
widening gaps and building blind correspondence, McCann draws on ambiguity and
uncertainty as tensions that raise awareness about a world behind the reality of actions or
cause-and-effect relationships, which fosters moments against the logic of time, history
or individual distress. These moments belong to an inter-subjective real that opens up
the question of inheriting the historical past not only as codified meaning, but rather as
progressive and plural interpretations about human experiences.

s TapuG O’Keeffe argues, the “cultural turn” made it clear that we cannot talk
about an ideologically-neutral study of society and, implicitly, of history. Land-
capes become a reflection of mindscapes as identities also shape our experience
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of remembrance and our corporeal experience. Following Gerald Vizenor, O’Keeffe re-
gards historical memory as being marked by “a triumph of ‘simulation’ over ‘trace’.”*?
The language of ambiguity in the memory-making processes discussed above would
also mark the reader’s capacity of noticing traces of stories inside other stories, focusing
on the fragmentary and isolated experience of the trace itself in articulating historical
consciousness. Thus, a type of fiction writing that weaves traces around multiple and mi-
grating centers manages to disengage the reader from the realm of simulacra generated
by the unifying desire of building and strengthening identities through forms of remem-
brance. Possibilities of recognizing and remembering the suffering of the other spring
from the uncertainties of an inter-text whose references are not archival but dependent
on the unspecified and changing inner resources of historical selves.
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Abstract
The Politics of Ambiguity in Historical Fiction Writing

This paper tries to analyze the role of ambiguity and uncertainty in representations of the past
and their effect upon processes of meaning production. It asks how fiction writing responds to
the idea of the cultural appropriation of the sufferings of the other, and what collective trauma
means from the perspective of culturally non-defined constellations of remembrance. I will ana-
lyze ambiguity in relation to the poetics of intersections, distances and traces which are shaped
by the constant negotiation between unifying, totalizing strategies of remembrance confronted
with perceptions of marginal, fragmentary cultural remembrance. Our discontinuous planetary
community also sees itself through the ways in which it defines the relationship between personal
and collective spaces of historical consciousness, or between the ephemeral and the memorable.
Thus, I will rely on a brief analysis of Colum McCann’s novels in order to investigate the way in
which contemporary literature reflects the interplay between memories of the forgotten and the
historical self. In trying to represent historical moments through multiple temporalities, his novels
create dissonant possibilities of perceiving the inclusiveness and exclusiveness of the individual on
a global, historical stage.
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