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Essay: Narratives and Native States

Like Water, It reflects, Yet All Is Not Seen

The introduction

This essay focuses on how our individual stories are part of our collective story and how we all are partakers, consciously or not, in imaging possible future realities. We will look at how in this global world we are more and more directly not only affecting the local but also influencing greater worlds, as those worlds also continually affect us through multimedia, cultures and subcultures, through all manner of arts and trends and varied local and global communications. 
For the purposes of this essay, two books have been chosen; ‘The Element of Water’ written by Stevie Davis and ‘Stillicide’ written by Cynan Jones. These two Welsh writers both published their respective novels at dawn of the 21st century. The first novel ‘The Element of Water’ came out in 2001 and is backwards cascading, moving back and forth between the end of the Second World War, May 1945 and 1958. The second book ‘Stillicide’ was published as recently as 2019 and is placed in the near future, when our whole world, including Wales, is faced with the major consequences of global warming. The main issue in ‘Stillicide’ is the lack of freshwater which makes it the most precious commodity that needs to be controlled by government forces.
Using these two very different books, this essay will explore how stories we are told influence our perceptions and feelings about our world and the reality we live in. We will investigate how we can be brainwashed to adopt narratives sold to us, like in ‘The Element of Water’, even when they go against ‘our fundamental values and instincts. 
‘Any community is ‘imagined,’ that is, is the result of a story that is told by a group both to itself and to others, yet any story hides within itself other stories half-hidden or submerged (see Bhabha, Narrating the Nation; Punter, Postcolonial Imaginings) Stories gain credence depending on who tells them.’[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Walter Benjamin, ‘Theses towards a Philosophy of History’, Illuminations

] 

We will consider mass indoctrination, wilful blindness and individual position-taking as well as difficulties and problems with concepts such as ‘free will’, all issues that are touched upon in these two novels that are placed in such different environments, our collective past and one possible future.
Both these novels use the theme of water to tell their story, which is already reflected in their respective titles ‘The Element of Water’ and ‘Stillicide’. Water is primordial and symbolic, barriers are fluid, ‘evil’ and ‘good’ not always easy to define before it is too late. Water is also a giver of life, all life and without it, nothing can live. We, as humans, are made of 80% water. Water can hide things and take lives. People drown, storms can be unpredictable - and the absence of water is fatal, and all life will wither until it finally dies.

The Element of Water – like Waves of Repetition

‘The fact of the matter is that nationalism thinks in terms of historical destinies, while racism dreams of external contaminations’[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Walter Benjamin, ‘Theses towards a Philosophy of History’, Illuminations p.146
] 

The Element of Water by Stevie Davies was written in 1984. It is a novel about national identity, prejudice and race. The novel, amongst other things, is a perceptive and multi-layered study of guilt, forgiveness and self-forgiveness that stretches over two generations. It is a skilfully and lyrically written story that travels between two time zones around the same lake, Lake Plön in the north of Germany. The story begins in 1945 directly after Hitler’s death. The place served as headquarters for the regime of the Third Reich during its retreat. Later in 1958, the same place has become a boarding school for offspring of the British Forces. 
Two children Isolde and Wolfi whose fathers served in the Nazi army are both affected by the burden of history. Certain events that took place thirteen years ago in their respective parents' life have been echoed through their growing up years, Isolde in Wales and Wolfi in Germany. 
Wolfi’s father, Michael Quantz, was a Nazi intelligence officer. He served the Nazi Regime but was conflicted about his role as a passive witness to hideous crimes done to Jewish people and others by Nazis. 
Michael was a survivor, and an opportunist and flashbacks are haunting him through the story. When he could have helped a random Polish girl Maria, a child really, in her desperate need, he didn’t. He conveniently forgot her even though absence of humanity and compassion went against his idea (his story) about himself. 

“Just after he jettisoned all his medals in the lake,  the little Polish girl had appeared out of the woods. How simple it had been the sloughing of an old self.”[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Davies, S. The Element of Water. Library of Wales, Cardigan: Parthian, 2019 p.235
] 


In a symbolic action, Michael threw his Iron Cross into the deep waters of Lake Plön when he left to seek the allies after Germany capitulated. Under a new identity, he and his son Wolfi start a new life, Michael, as a music teacher in a British boarding school. 
Isolde’s father, an excellent example of an Arian man with his blond locks and a true believer of Nazi propaganda, disappeared during the war. She fled Germany with her mother Renate and ended up in Wales. The Change of country or new identities do not erase suppressed guilt and pain, and the next generation is forced to cope with those effects in their own lives.
The three of them Michael, Wolfi and Isolde meet when Isolde in 1958  joins them as a teacher in a British boarding school by Lake Plön. What she also meets are undercurrents carrying leftovers from the previous Nazi Regime and its fundamental ideas that led to, incomprehensible acts against humanity. It plays out in harsh treatment and directed cruelty from the German and English staff its pupils as well as other pupils towards Rachel, a pupil who is seen to have Jewish blood running in her veins. It is a boarding school, and like many, it is infested with colonial arrogance, class distinction and prejudice. It is a microcosm of institutionalised unkindness.

The inescapable repetition in miniature of history 13 years later, by the same lake but a different scene yet the same content. Isolde's genuine intention to prevent the tragedy falls short. Her feelings are genuine, but the importance of the issue is not potent enough for her to overcome her own weakness in the face of opposition. 
When reading about the childhoods of different characters and the storylines of their lives, it is possible to understand how they could allow themselves to be recruited and how barriers, after barriers got broken as the evil continued to march forward, in power and in false glory. As readers, we gain insights of both, vulnerable psychologies of individuals and of nations, and can add up how they hang together.  We see how individuals get drawn into a mass movement and how masses can magnify the power and act as if they are collectively possessed.
[bookmark: _Hlk32244008]Travelling between two time-zones, the narrative in The Element of Water does not only reflect back but gives indications of what was to follow. As readers in the 21st century, we can look back and reflect how the coming political and cultural trends were already rising in the horizon towards the end of the novel. America represents freedom, the future and liberation from the past. When they turn their back to Lake Plön and walk away Issie and Wolfe are dressed like American youth, Issie with her ankle socks and big skirt Wolfi with quaff in his hair wearing drainpipe trousers. There are many indications in The Element of Water for us readers who know better; the Cold War is coming, a long-lasting conflict between the Western world and the Soviet Union, and the controlling role of a huge power structure that was previously played by the British Empire and the Nazis, Rome and many others will be taken on by the USA. 
.

Stillicide – Drops of Water, Drops of Life

[bookmark: _GoBack]The second book this essay explores is called Stillicide. The book first came out as a series of readings for radio. Listening to these Short stories about the near future is a surprisingly different experience from reading them. Hearing different voices gives weight to characters, the impact is immediate, and the story becomes more narrative-driven. When reading the book, it also becomes a visual experience; the minimalistic text is emphasised with short paragraphs, spaces between words and between lines makes each word individual as well as a word in a sentence, sentence in a story. As a reader, you feel propelled to read these stories like poetic prose which leaves them open-ended, more free for interpretation. 
In Stillicide, the environmental reality is simplified; it is the lack of fresh water, that is enough. Without water, nothing can live. In the world created by Cynan Jones, it is the most precious commodity, because of the lack of it. Human behaviour in such a situation is both predictable but also unpredictable. The element of choice, freedom of choice, is highlighted. To live or die in the case of a man with the dying wife. 
The lack of water runs through the story like the Water Train transporting the commodified water at risk of sabotage from Welsh guerrilla groups. Britain is struggling with extreme weather and cycles of drought and flood are following each other. Global warming has reached such proportions that smaller communities can no longer be sustained because of a lack of water and people are moved to bigger cities. An iceberg is transported to the city as a new source of water to counter the shortages. Protesters occupy the streets when they hear that even more people than previously estimated, will be displaced because of the construction of the gigantic Ice Dock. 
Individual storylines of different people intertwine; John Banner guarding the Water Train, his dying wife, two children who followed the stray dog, a nurse considering having a love affair, the old couple collecting limpets.
Both the story called ‘Butterflies’, and the one called ‘Dragonfly’, carry an element of transformation in them, since these chosen insects themselves go through an automatic process of metamorphoses. For us, humans, it is not automatic. Sometimes, when we perceive ourselves as powerless victims of circumstances, we go through changes that are not self-chosen. In Stillicide the choice is always there. It is each person’s narrative, their unique story they tell to themselves. Even in the dystopian world, it is possible to maintain aspects of humanity that we value and to allow contractive change.
There is a thirst for water, for beauty and for love. Longing for what has been lost presented by the old couple collecting forgotten things, limpets and trinkets on the beach. People are alone in their own, naked in barren worlds.
The dystopian world the book invites us into is very current, and the twelve stories are not separate, it is one wholeness, different windows into the world that is both local and global. The barrenness of this world in terms of the absence of nearly everything that used to make life safe, comfortable and cosy is reflected in a language and rhythms of narration that comes across even stronger when heard. Yet as a reader, we are left feeling cleansed and with hope. Their story is not a story of defeat but ultimately a story of life that permeates through every atom of every living being; the Will to Live. The old couple finds it when they, in present time, can re-live their memories while beachcombing the shores of Gower, the man with his daughter imagining the beauty of flowers in paper flowers, the ever-renewed spirit of discovery and exploration in two children running after a stray dog.
“Tell me
 Tell me, Anne
They should not be here. In this place. Deer, dog or a man.
Pull the trigger, John.
Stay living.
Keep my voice alive.”[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Jones, C. Stillicide, London: Granta, 2019, p.174 
] 

The writing is minimalistic, usage of language sparse but exact. It is poetic prose, delicate and powerful like Japanese haiku. The dystopian world gets painted with grey-blue colours, but people are tenderly described. Maybe it is when we have lost everything and nearly lost ourselves that we begin to find ourselves – and each other.


Conclusion – What does it all say?
When reading a book, be it a novel, a poem or non-fiction, there are always many possible interpretations. In this case, I have freely applied Cultural Materialism as a literary theory since it seems most fitting for the purposes of this essay. 
The Element of Water is an exploration into imperialistic Nation States who in their assumed entitlement and superiority have taken on a quest for so-called ‘purity’.  Being a superior race, whether blood or class justifies in the mind of oppressors the usage and extinction of marginalized groups. Imagined divisions ‘we and the other’ are used, in a local and global context to promote and legitimize crimes against humanity, whether it is genocide or bullying an individual. 

‘When ethnic distinctions are stressed, it is always possible to detect a political project. Often it is galvanized by injustice - domination or marginalization by another ‘people’.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Cynthia Cockburn, The Space Between Us: Negotiating Gender and National Identities in Conflict, London: Zed Books, 1998 p.36

] 


The story shows us how our perception of something determines our feelings about it and how that, in turn, can determine what we think and thereby what we will do. The narrative deals with universal issues such as guilt and how guilt alone is counterproductive and can never be a strong enough motive to prevent history from repeating itself. It leaves a reader with the question of ‘what is powerful enough to prevent the inevitable happening again and again?’ 
Are we just powerless subjects in our own narratives, puppets on a string, or can we also be conscious writers of our story and consequently our collective story? Just to say “No” is not enough, but it starts there. 
Many times, in the past, we have, somewhat self-righteously, wondered ‘how come the Germans let themselves to be recruited by Nazi ideology and do all those evil acts?’ Today, in these transparent times when history has been revealed to contain similar horror stories in cyclic repetitions, we know better. And we know better because we ourselves stand at the brink of an abyss and ask: ‘How could we allow this to happen and why can’t we stop it happening?’
Stillicide looks at our situation from a different angle. The main imperative influences in this novel are not political power structures, capitalism and neoliberalism but what comes after centuries of greed and misuse of power in the cost of everything, people, fauna and flora including all the riches and minerals that this earth contains. 
Towards the end of the 20th century when Cynan Jones wrote this futuristic novel, the environmental issues were becoming bitingly real, and now, at the dawn of the 21st century, we fear that it is too late already. The primary motive of the narrative is no longer Wales and the Nation-State, but the overwhelming global environmental crises. Crises can both unify people to face them together or cause even further separations between those who have and those who have nothing  - and therefore have nothing to lose.
Short term environmental catastrophes, like the Tsunami in Thailand, can bring out the best in people and inspire them into heroic acts; long term crises can lead to local disputes, guerrilla wars, tribal mentality and ‘the survival of the fittest attitude’. 
 ‘If climate chaos was previously too big a subject for “serious” writers to wrestle with, it is now too big to ignore. Any writer who does not seek to address it in some way runs the risk of joining the dinosaurs in their oblivion.’[footnoteRef:6] [6:  book-review-the-great-derangement-climate-change-and-the-unthinkable-by-amitav-ghosh] 

These stories need to be told so we can alter the narrative. It is not a Welsh story even if it plays out in Wales and is written by a Welsh writer; it is first and foremost a global story, a human race story and the writing on the wall.
Environmental catastrophes are not an isolated event, but consequences and acquired fatalities. We are not randomly struck by a meteorite and even if there are natural cyclic changes what we are dealing with is far bigger than that.
At the same time in the book, there is a beauty of space where every word is chosen and exact, vibrating in the space given to it. As is every individual in the book. This is not about entitized masses reflected in stories about Nazi Germany, these are individuals trying to navigate in a challenging world. 
In Stillicide there is a nearly fragile beauty, each individual presents a possibility of multiple choices that combined will decide the direction of the future; not necessarily our survival but who have we become as a human race.
Together both these novels, in their own unique style, highlight the most central issues in our current situation; the rise of fascism and climate change. It is clear to see how those issues hang together and how the attitudes that have led to our current situation existed long before the industrial revolution; the sense of entitlement and greed that manifested in colonialism, robbing the riches of other countries, enslaving and killing ‘the other’ like in genocides of different native peoples. That fundamentally false perception about entitlement has given permission to kill, pollute and destroy in the name of ‘progression’ and persuade people to choose narcissistic sociopaths and psychopaths as their elected leaders.
Yet none of the books describes a reality that is totally without hope. In their narrative, as in our reality, there is still hope; if we find a motive powerful enough that overwrites the short term gratifications.
Writers can and do challenge stories told and encourage us to ‘imagine’ alternative futures, for a nation and for the whole human race. In this pivotal moment, it is imperative that we realise we all are the writers of our future, not just our collective nation-states inside imagined borders, but our collective global future.
.
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