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Abstract

This dissertation examines the construction of self in two Amharic novels of Adam Retta,
“Yesinibit Kelemat” (2016) and “Merek” (2017). The main objective of the study then, is to
examine the relationship between life story and construction of self, thereby understand and gain
more insight into the processes of self construction in the context of fictional characters. In order
to accomplish this objective, | tried to review relevant literature in relation to self, narrative and
plot. Moreover, the social constructionists approach to narrative and self, together with a theory
of plot structure, has laid the foundation for the study’s theoretical framework, which made it
interdisciplinary by its nature as it draws concepts from literary theory and narrative identity
theory in social psychology. Social constructionism contends that self is defined through a
continuous process of narrative construction in social contexts. My research uses this premise as
a starting point and asks how the character-narrators in these novels attempt to organize their
life experiences into coherent self-narratives to define themselves. Then an attempt is made to
perform a textual analysis on five selected self narratives from the two novels in accordance with
the reviewed literature and theoretical framework by focusing on dominant stories constituted by
important life events and their organization into a coherent life story in order to define the self.
The findings indicate that dominant stories are frequently found to be problem-loaded with three
recurring experiences, i.e., the physical body, suffering and relationships, which are found to be
fertile grounds from which the characters draw a strong sense of selves. Beginnings of the
narrative texts provided hints on specific points that the narrating subjects want to accentuate
on, while chronological beginnings shed light on familial influences on identity. Multiple
flashbacks also situate some of the self narratives with beginnings “in medias res”, which in
most cases served as indicators of the following chaotic life story with conflicting selves and
identity struggles. Endings, on the other hand, gave some of the self-narratives definite
conclusions, while leaving others open, designating the ongoing nature of identity work. In
addition to this, turning points in characters’ life involved surprising incidents which, usually,
are followed by profound shifts in identity. Besides this, identity changes are mainly triggered by
influences from significant others, followed by sudden and enlightening realizations about the
self. In conclusion, the self narratives demonstrated how self-construction is an ongoing social

narrative practice and not something to be settled once and for all.



CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
1.1. Background of the Study

The study of narratives is of interest to disciplines as diverse as literary criticism, philosophy,
anthropology, theology, linguistics, art, psychology, drama and history. The study of narrative
has moved beyond the province of poetic, dramatic or fictional narrative to the exploration of the
role of narrative in social and psychological formations. Hence, narrative inquiry has become a
very wide field to navigate and is always in progress where the multi-dimensional theories
regarding narrative are ever changing. (Brockmeier & Carbaugh, 2001).

Storytelling has a long tradition, but the practice of carefully studying narratives emerged in the
1960s and flourished in the 1980s. According to Lieblich, et al., narrative research includes “any
study that uses or analyzes narrative materials” (Lieblich, et. al., 1998:2). The centrality of
narrative in current thought and discourse derives mainly from narratology, poststructuralist
literary and cultural theory, and constructivist approaches in the social sciences. Although
narrative research originated from literature, different fields of study including history,
anthropology, sociology, sociolinguistics, and education, have adopted their own approaches and
are engaged in the study of narratives. Hence, narrative research has many forms, uses a variety
of analytic practices, and is rooted in different social and humanities disciplines. (Brockmeier &
Harre, 2001).

In literary theory, narratology is a discipline devoted to the study of the narrative structure and its
representation. Since the time of Plato narrative (diegesis) was distinguished from drama
(mimesis) based on the notion that the first tells, while the second shows and literary theorists put
emphasis on the story-telling aspect of narrative. Based on this, narrative has been systematically
studied by literary theorists as a fundamental process of human understanding. It is important,
though, to realize that narrative is not simply a literary genre, or merely a form of human
discourse, but is a basic property of the human mind, rather rightly described by Hardy as “a

primary act of mind transferred to art from life” (Hardy, 1977:12).

Literary study is the field that is closely related to narrative study, and where the first significant
researches of narrative texts were carried out. In Russian formalism narratology is based on the

idea of a common literary language, or a universal pattern of codes that operates within the



content of a work. The theory of narratology was further developed by mid-20th Century
structuralism. Structural analysts adopted a method, with the application of language models to
literature, which leads to the literary science called narratology. With the decline of structuralism
post-structuralist perspectives of narratology have been developed and narrative became the
subject matter of postmodern philosophy.

Narratology, as a branch of philosophical science, treats narrative as constituting “...the
fundamental, psychological, linguistic, culturological and philosophical basis for our attempts to
come to terms with nature and the living conditions, which in turn makes it possible to
understand and create senses” (Brockmeier & Harre, 2001:40). Narrative serves as a form of our
understanding of the world and ultimately ourselves. The link between narratives and exploration
of self has traditions going back to Freudian psychoanalysis. Also, current scholarship views
narrative discourse as “a privileged mode for self-construction” (Georgakopoulou, 2007:15).We
use stories to tell our lives, and in turn, stories shape our lives. Thus, narratives prove to be a
highly appropriate means for the exploration of the self, or the construction of selves in specific
time and space. As such, most scholars of narrative believe that human identity is bound to the
notion of narrative to the point that human identity could not exist without narrative construction.
(Freeman & Brockmier, 2001; Sabrin, 2003; Bruner, 1990).

The self is frequently the subject of inquiry within the fields of social sciences and humanities.
Moreover, these fields had come several times to the conclusion that narration is a very special
feature of human nature, and therefore, it is a key to understanding humans. Especially, literature

has always been concerned with the self and its workings.

All novels, of every age, are concerned with the enigma of the self. As soon as you
create an imaginary being, a character, you are automatically confronted by the
question: What is the self? How can the self be grasped? It is one of those
fundamental questions on which the novel, as novel, is based. (Kundera, 1988:23).

In this process, narrative organization becomes a key element of human life. Recent narrative
theory has been increasingly interested in the representation of consciousness in narratives. Some
of these theories that redefined narratives in cognitive terms, have emphasized the centrality of
mind for all narrative understanding. Literature enables the exploration of both actual and

possible mind created worlds. “One of the essential functions of narrative as art is, thus, to



subjunctivize the world,...to open us up to the hypothetical, to the range of actual and possible
perspectives that constitute the real life of the interpretive mind” (Brockmier, 1996:290).

The mind is the thinking part of the self, and hence, as Bruner puts it, is an "instrument for
producing worlds" (1986:104). This production of worlds is done through the process of
storytelling. The neuroscientist Antonio Damasio wrote, “Consciousness begins when brains
acquire the power, the simple power, I must add, of telling a story.” (1999:10). Narrative
thinking is, then, a particular frame of mind that leads individuals towards telling stories that

have flow, connection and satisfaction.

The mental action of fictional minds within fictional worlds constitutes the core of the plot of the
story. Alan Palmer (2004) has applied new aspects of this knowledge to construct the outlines of
narrative theory that is concerned with the human mind, and how narratives can be understood in
relation to that focal point. In Fictional Minds, Palmer has stated that “narrative fiction is, in
essence, the presentation of fictional mental functioning”, and hence the study of the novel “is
the study of fictional mental functioning” (2004:5). Similarly, Fludernik (1996: 28-30) argues
that narrativity fundamentally involves the presentation of a consciousness, reflecting on and
reacting to events and evaluating them. Moreover, she suggests that any extended piece of

narrative relies on the experiential portrayal of event sequences and human consciousness.

On a related note, the idea that human life and mind are at the same time individual and social
has been part of literary and narrative studies since their inception. The individual mind is
inextricably interwoven with the discursive weave of the social world. Based on this, Palmer
(2010:39-40) argues that fictional minds need to be approached not only from an “internalist” but
also from an “externalist” perspective, as social fictional minds. Social constructionist approach
contributes to the shift from understanding mind as an information processing tool to
understanding it as a relational meaning-making process. This study, based on the social
constructionists’ understanding of “the narrated self’, examines the relationship between
narratives and self in Adam Retta’s two Amharic novels Yesinibit Kelemat (2016) and Merek
(2015).

The novel is an extended generally fictional prose narrative, which adopted features of the old

romance and became the object of literary criticism during the 18™ century. When it comes to



our country, the genre of the novel was introduced at the beginning of twentieth century. This
makes novel writing in Amharic a century-old practice in Ethiopia. There is a consensus among
Amharic literary scholars that Afawarq Gabra Eyasus’s Lebb Wallad Tarik published in 1908,
marks the beginning of the novel in Amharic language (Gerard, 1968; Taye, 1986; Taye &
Shiferaw, 2000). Despite the fact that it can hardly be recognized as a proper fiction by western
standards, because of it’s “rather naive and, in some respects, almost Victorian story” (Gerard,
1968:44) nature, this novel is one of the first to have been written in any of the vernacular

languages of Africa.

This novel paves the way for the history of modern Amharic literature. Following it, a number of
novels have been produced in this language. Afawarq's successors, such as Heruy Walda Sellase
and Germachaw Teklehawaryat further laid the foundation for Amharic novel with their prose
fictions Addis Alem (1932) and Araya (1948) respectively. Unlike the rest of African literature,
which is preoccupied with colonialism and its aftermath, Ethiopian literature has the luxury of
entertaining various ideas. As such these early writers were predominantly occupied with issues
of moral teaching, civilization and the glorification of the past. (Melakneh, 2005; Taye &
Shiferaw, 2000).

The later generation of writers such as Haddis Alemayehu (1966) in Fikir Eske Mekabir,
Berhanu Zerihun (1966) in YeTewodros Enba, Be'alu Girma (1970) in Ke 'admas Bashager and
Dagnachew Worku (1970) in Adefris generally shift their attention to contemporary social issues
and focused on developing artistic effects through practicing innovative narrative techniques.
Moreover, these novels are significantly influenced by the sociopolitical conditions of the period
they were produced:

In spite of the difference in settings, subject matter, and techniques, these works
have evident proximity in ideology, spirit, and in the moods and emotions they
create in the reader. They are permeated by existentialist ideology where
ignorance is blended with knowledge, the former stronger; death juxtaposed with
life, death reigns; and despair is mixed with hope, despair dominates. Always
constricted by existential dilemmas, they invariably ended up in disillusionment,
futility, alienation, guilty conscience, and punishment. (Tewodros, 2013:21).

Contemporary Amharic literature is characterized by a proliferation of novels. There is also a
significant change and development both in form and content of these novels from their

predecessors. Whereas earlier Amharic writers were mainly preoccupied with religious,



moralistic and didactic themes, contemporary Amharic novelists have shown a marked shift from
their predecessors by giving their works greater social significance and realism. Adam Retta is
one of the contemporary Amharic novelists whose works, Yesinibit kelemat (2016) and Merek
(2015), have been given attention in this study.

Adam Retta is a well known and highly acclaimed contemporary Amharic writer, whose works
have received wide acceptance and admiration among Ethiopian literary circle. The author is
known for his unique way of narrative representation. Moreover, elements unfamiliar to the
Ambharic novel, such as endnotes, footnotes, diagrams, tables, texts in colors, etc, are peculiar
features of Adams works. He is also known for his tendency of taking an unusual event like the
occurrence of miracle in the plot to formulate a change in the story. In this case the mention of
dream worlds as rare extraordinary experiences has been taken as a support to develop the plot of
his novels Yesinibit kelemat and Merek. Thus, Adam can be taken as a prominent figure in the
history of Amharic literature.

The author began his literary journey as a short story writer and then after several years since his
first short story collection Mahlet (1989), he came back with his first novel Gracha Kachiloch
(2005), which is, later, followed by more of its kind. Since then he has secured popularity in
Ethiopia as a favorite Amharic novelist. After he published his novel, Adam returned back to his
earlier engagement with writing short stories. In this enterprise he produced five collections of
short stories; Alengana Misir (2009), Etemete Lomishita (2009), Kesemay Yewerede Firfir
(2010), Yiwesidal Menged Yametal Menged (2011) and Himamatina Begena (2012), before he

published his second novel.

So far, Adam has published four novels. One of the hallmarks of Adam’s novels is the self-
construction of characters with self-conscious as well as innovative use of narrative technique. In
particular, Adam is noted for frequently employing contemplative narrators. He adopts the
technique of having the story told by the characters themselves without making his presence felt
during the course of the narrative. This has enabled him to put forth his point of view and his
comments without allowing the reader to feel his presence. Yesinibit Kelemat (Colors of Adios)
(2016) is one of the recent ones with such characteristics. The novel is mapped in to eight
chapters where each chapter is named after a specific color. These eight long chapters, in almost

a thousand action-packed pages, rich in detail, are set in historically important period in which
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the characters play key roles. It is a collection of interconnected stories, mainly self narratives,

with over a dozen characters; humans, personified animals and mythical creatures.

Making self-observation the center of attention, Yesinibet Kelemat presents us with characters of
various qualities and attitudes and each character’s life story at length and with incredible details.
The novel also stretches in several directions and quite a few stories within are overlapping. In
this sense and in terms of the number of stories accommodated in, almost, a 1000 pages long
novel, it can be taken as the bulkiest of all Adam’s works. The novel chronicles the physical,
psychological and spiritual journey of these characters from childhood innocence to adulthood
awareness. It presents the complexity, depth, and richness of the life experiences of these
characters, where, mostly, each narrates his/her own life story. Each self-narrative is further
divided into smaller story parts concerned with a specific issue. These parts are separated from
each other by similar parts from other characters’ self-narratives. The interruptions sometimes

put as many as four hundred pages between the parts of a single self-narrative.

The stories in Yesinibit Kelemat are told mainly by several homodiegetic narrators and
occasionally a hetrodiegetic narrator steps in to tell the story of some of the characters. The
homodiegetic narrators are the main characters, each relating his/her own or other characters’
story from their own individual perspectives. If a character is presented as recounting story
actions in some fashion (telling, recollecting, etc.), the novel possesses a character- narrator.
Since these character-narrators are telling their story in the first person, focalization and voice is
mainly theirs. In homodiegetic narratives, the narrator is perceived as a character within the story
world, so that the act of narration also contributes to his/her self-construction, which makes this

novel a perfect candidate for such analysis as this study is engaged with.

Yesinibit Kelemat is primarily a novel about human relations, the effect of personal choice on
them, and their reciprocating impact. Menelik is unfaithful, because Fiameta had been
mischievously brilliant and beautiful and impossible to get; for Bella her parents died when she
was little and she had never seen her parents embrace and so on. The stories focus on how the
various couples in the novel come together and their agonizing breakups. The complexity of
human relations as depicted in these characters’ interactions, their impact and consequences
render the novel as an infinite source of human truths and possibilities. Through these

interactions of characters the novel represents the image of current Ethiopia with all its
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economic, social and political problems. Perhaps, the “farewell”, in the title phrase, suggests the
departure of all these problems in the future. As the literary scholar Tewodros Gebre described,

Yesinibit Kelemat might as well be a novel signaling “a new state formation” in the country.

Adam’s novel Merek (soup), on the other hand, is a six hundred and one pages novel published a
few years before Yesinibit Kelemat. Adam divides this novel into three major sections, which he
further separates into several subsections or chapters. The two novels are related to each other by
several textual indicators. Similar to Yesinibit Kelemat, the novel Merek focuses on the day-to-
day life experience of a group of people. Again, here too, the story is mainly presented by
homodiegetic character-narrators who are obsessed with telling stories of their lives in which
they experience the pleasures and agonies of love. Hence, the first person perspective runs
through the narrative course of Merek too. Moreover, in dealing with their thematic content, the
two novels consider the daily lives of individuals in past and present day Ethiopia over the

broader canvass of the country’s socio-political issues.

Merek mainly deals with the pre-1990 image of Ethiopia with its social and political problems
and seems to be a precursor to what was to come in Yesinibit Kelemat. Politics, as a favorite
issue of most authors, is used as a background of these two novels. The author used socio-
politics as an important element to develop the characters’ identities. These socio-political events
associated with the characters are used as a solid ground to highlight the basic building blocks

for the development of the plot which is the basic element of the characters’ self-narratives.

Moreover, some of the characters in Merek briefly appear in Yesinibit Kelemat just enough to
show that the stories told in these two novels are closely related. These phenomenon goes as far
as locating some of the textual beginnings of the self narratives in Yesinbit Kelemat in Merek and
some of the endings of the self narratives in Merek in Yesinibit Kelemat. This fact encourages the
consideration of how the identities of some of the characters evolve from text to text. But the
connections between these two literary texts can be properly appreciated through the relationship
of plot construction and character identity development. In the two novels the plots and the
characters are aesthetically interconnected, where through the progression of the plot the
character-narrators give the silent echoes of their narrative identities. The two novels are then, to
a great degree, narratives that represent the process of narrative self-construction through

showing journeys of the protagonists from childhood innocence to adult awareness. Put another
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way, through both form and content, Adam’s novels attempt to highlight the issue of identity

construction.

These novels have also been read as typical examples of postmodern literature. (Tseday, 2015).
An interesting aspect in the study of these novels from this perspective is the importance of
narration for creating identity. The literary technique Adam employed in characterization, makes
room in which it is possible to explore narration as a means of forming identities. The characters
provide their autobiographies and their stories are presented in detail. The use of narration as a

means of constructing identities is exploited here to the maximum.

In studies of the postmodern self, the narrated self has become a central theory, where it is
natural to “think of the self in a narrative mode.” (Maclntyre, 1982:206). In the case of the
current study, this implies that the characters' self-perception relies on their concept of their
narratives. One important feature of the subject novels in this study is the theme of “Self”, which
makes them convenient for an exploration of identity related issues in the postmodern age. These
two novels touch upon life and portray the ordinary realities of average people. Both in their
form and subject matter, the novels dramatize the characters’ compulsion to tell their self-

narratives and the desire to have them heard by others.

Self-construction, as | propose in this study, is a process where narratives can be helpful to bring
out different and complex processes of identity construction. Thus, the study concentrates on the
power and uses of narrative and its relation with self construction, which is presented through the
two novels’ self-reflective storytellers, who are engaged in an interpretative identity making
enterprise. Adam’s narrators tell their self narratives, addressing their supposed audience directly
giving the sense that it is only by telling their narratives that they can come to a better self-
understanding. By doing so they offer a particularly fruitful ground for an examination of an
ongoing argument that personal identities are constructed through storytelling or the

consideration of the close tie between narrative and self construction.

In this study | argue that philosophical and psychological narrative theories of self have
relevance in the study of fictional identities. | have tried to show the importance of narratives for
self-construction of the characters in these novels, applying narrative identity theory in social

constructionism together with theory of plot in literature to analyze the function of narration. In



post-classical narratology, the relation of an actual mind to its literary representations has been a
widely discussed topic. Moreover, literary scholars have drawn on ideas from interdisciplinary
research including psychology, the philosophy of mind, and linguistics. Accordingly, this study
is situated within narrative study and relies on a mixed theoretical framework pairing literary
theory and the social constructionist approach to narrative identity, to analyze the subject novels.
Hence, what is attempted in the study is engagement with self narratives as a process which is
considered to be the construction of the individual narrative identity of characters in the two

novels. Briefly, the research is an inquiry into the narrative construction of self.
1.2.  Statement of the Problem

The title of this study came through the researcher’s mind while reading the novel Yesinibit
Kelemat (2016) by one of Ethiopian novelists, Adam Retta, mainly because the characters are
restlessly engaged in relating their life stories, through which they try to define who they are.
Then, | noticed that this novel is quite similar to the author’s previously published novel Merek
(2015) in terms of the character’s incessant engagement in telling life stories. Therefore, | made
a decision to make the main concern of this study the exploration of how the characters in these

novels employ self narratives to construct and sustain a sense of self or identity.

The importance of narratives in the process of self-construction has been given great emphasis in
post-classical narratology, which stresses the need for a narrative-centered approach in self and
identity-related studies. In addition to this, scholars argue that narrative is the best way, if not the
only one that we have, to understand how people create their sense of self. Singer, (2004:438)
highlights that “to understand the identity formation process is to understand how individuals
craft narratives from experiences, tell these stories internally and to others, and ultimately apply

these stories to knowledge of self, other and the world in general.”

An initial review of critical literature (see section 2.4) indicated that, in the context of our
country, there are previous researches that explored fictional characters focusing on identity.
However, these studies are often carried out without explicit explanation of identity as a
narrative construct. For example little or no consideration is given to the stories told by
characters as a means by which the self is constructed. The limited body of critical research

focused on self, and the lack of explicit reference to self as a narrative construct, then, led to the



development of objectives and research questions of this study, which examines the relationship
between life story and construction of self, in the context of the fictional characters in the novels
Yesinibit Kelemat and Merek. .

The research questions are, then, formulated following a literature review and consideration of
the construction of self in narrative terms. The central question that has driven this research is,
with particular focus on narratives, How is the self constructed? Three subsidiary questions
contribute to answering this central question and serve as thematic strands to structure the
presentation of data. These specific research questions are:

1. What important life events/experiences are selected to constitute the self in the case of
each selected character narrator?
2. s the process of self-construction through narration influenced or not by other selves
existent in the fictional world?
3. How are identity changes reflected in the individual self-narratives in general and, in
particular, in the causality construction of these self-narratives?
1.3.  Objectives of the study

The main purpose of this study is to examine the relationship between life story and construction
of self, and thereby to understand and gain more insight into the processes of self-construction in
the context of the fictional characters in Yesinibit Kelemat and Merek. Therefore, the study aims
to explore the experiences of five main characters who are the narrators of their own stories

within the selected novels, by analyzing and interpreting their stories.

On the bases of the above general objective, the study attempts to address the following specific

objectives:

1. To explore important life events/experiences that serve as narrative resources in the
process of each character’s identity construction.

2. To examine external influences that determine how characters construct their narrative
identity.

3. To examine the change in characters’ identities across time
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1.4.  Significance of the study

Adam Retta’s novels Yesinibit Kelemat and Merek have accommodated several narratives
regarding the main characters’ life stories. Yet, they have not been explored from the perspective
of narrative self construction. Existing research works treat narrative and self/identity separately.
This study will serve as a bridge by bringing the two together. Thus, it is obvious that the need
for such an investigation as this study is centered, is indispensible. Seen from this perspective the

study may have the following benefits.

% It can help to catch a glimpse on the interplay of how the narratives we live by shape our
sense of self and in turn we shape those very narratives, which may also have
implications for real life individuals.

% Some of the self-related discussions in this study can be extended to facilitate
conversations supportive of narrative self-construction.

It may give insight into Ethiopian’s postmodern conception of the self.

% It may contribute to the fictional identity research tradition of Amharic literature and
provide a new understanding and appreciation of the novels Yesinibit Kelemat and Merek.

1.5.  Scope of the Study

Though it is obvious that different literary studies can be performed on the novels Yesinibit
Kelemat and Merek, in this study the interest is to investigate the process of self-construction via
narratives told by and about the self, hence, it delimited within the following areas. First, when it
comes to literary studies, addressing each and every thing written in the text may not be feasible.
Therefore, though there are different stories included in the selected novels, only those narratives
that focus on or are directly related to self-construction are considered. As such the study only
focuses on the life stories of five selected characters, who happen to be the narrators of their own

life stories in the two novels.

Second, the theoretical framework of the study is inspired by and draws on social constructionist
narrative identity theory and literary theory of plot. Accordingly, concepts from the
constructionist insights of Jerome Bruner and Kenneth Gergen, together with Richardson’s
theory of plot (see chapter 3) are applied to understand the novels. Moreover, narrative research

allows prior theory to guide analysis but at the same time it also permits new theoretical
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understandings to emerge from data. Based on this, the probability of including ideas that may
emerge during the process of analysis and interpretation as supportive means of meaning making
has become very high.

1.6.  Methodology of the study

This section describes the method used to investigate how characters use narratives to construct
their identities. The title of this study suggests a narrative approach as a method of inquiry;
narrative in turn lends itself to a qualitative enquiry in order to capture the rich data within
stories. Therefore, the research is embedded in the tradition of qualitative research.

An important assumption in narrative inquiry is the belief that narratives do not reflect reality but
instead reality is constructed in the telling of narratives. Therefore, narratives have “enormous
power to shape reality” (Spector-Mersel, 2010:208). Following this, the study is based on a
narrative epistemological point of departure, implying that narratives are perceived to be
fundamental for human sense-making and also legitimate for the construction of self
(Polkinghorne, 1988; Bruner, 1990; Gergen, 1994).

As is true for qualitative research as a whole, narrative inquiry is guided by certain assumptions
about the nature of reality and how people experience it. In this case, in order to investigate the
how of the self-construction processes, the study relies on literary and identity theories, which

guide the investigative process.

Narrative inquiry is also inherently multidisciplinary. Adding to this point, Herman remarks that
postclassical narratology is “marked by a profusion of new methodologies and research
hypotheses; the result is a host of new perspectives on the forms and functions of narrative itself”
(Herman, 1999:2-3). Literary theorists have drawn on ideas from different disciplines, including
psychology, philosophy and linguistics, hence, emphasizing the interdisciplinary nature of
narrative inquiry. Among these, psychology has been an important part of various literary
theories for decades. Moreover, literature has an exceptional quality that makes the study of it
interdisciplinary by nature. It is “a laboratory in which possible human realities can be imagined
and tested.” (Brockmeier & Harre, 2001:54).
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In assessing such an issue as identity-construction in the context of fictional characters one has to
employ theories belonging to social psychology and also to literary studies in a balanced way so
as to effectively show the process of narrative identity construction. According to Palmer,
“Fictional minds need to be approached not only from an “internalist,” but also from an
“externalist” perspective: as “social fictional minds”. (Palmer, 2010: 40). Consequently, in this
study, the focus is on postmodernist fictional mind presentation, by which the fictional
consciousness is transformed into a narrative form by constructing everyday experiences.
Accordingly, to complement the narrative focus of this research and data collection strategies,
the study is theoretically grounded in the traditions of literary theory and constructionist
narrative identity theory. Hence, theories are drawn from literary theory of plot and postmodern
conceptualizations of self as a narrative construct. Particularly, the social constructionist theory
of narrative identity is called forth to support the investigation of self-construction.

Crucial to understanding the role that narrative plays in the construction of identity is the
distinction between the content of the story and the way in which it is being told, which is
directly related to plot structure. I propose that this distinction between content and telling is
particularly important with respect to narrative identity. Based on this, from the literary theory
perspective, the study highlights one of the major pillars of a story: plot which is directly linked

to narrative identity construction (see section 3.2).

Constructing identity through narratives cannot be done without the ability to construct the
stories themselves. If a person wants to be understood by others and be accepted with his/her
self-narrative, then he/she must certainly rely on plotting the story in some way. The power of
narrative is to order events in logical sequence; hence, plot is important in narrative analysis.
Most importantly, examining the plot construction or event selection and temporal organization
process also helps to answer one of the research questions of the study. Hence, a concept of
narrative plot construction from literary theory has become part of the frame of analysis. This
gives the study an interdisciplinary stature since it also draws the theory of narrative identity

from the field of narrative psychology and applies it in literature.

Regarding the self, the social constructionist research position indicates a shift from traditional
psychology’s conceptualization of identity in terms of personality, needs and motivation,

towards a narratively produced individual identity, which is a product of social processes. Thus,
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attention is refocused on the structures of human interaction, and the concept of self is “...
removed from the head and placed within the sphere of social discourse” (Gergen, 1985:271).

Social constructionist approaches are many and overlapping. In this study, | take a moderate
social constructionist position particularly focusing on the insights of narrative psychologist
Jerome Bruner and social psychologist Kenneth Gergen whose notions of the “narrative self” is
basically constructionist. | take social constructionism as the research’s theoretical point of
departure because it supports the explorative examination of the process of identity construction
through narrative. The constructionist approach, when paired with literary theory, can offer
interpretive clues to the narratives in question. The study, thus, amalgamates these
methodological paradigms, acknowledging the literary underpinnings of the research, while
embracing the equally important tradition of social constructionism in the development and
analysis of the data.

In the analysis, Adam’s two novels are approached by examining the process of self-construction
depending on how individual characters construct their life stories within themselves and in
relation to other characters and their environment. Thus, the study operates from a narratological
point of view and bases the analysis on one of the narratological elements, i.e. plot. The
characters are studied as narratively constructed identities and their actions and role in
formulation of the plots of their stories. The focus is then, on the characters’ habitual daily

experiences, their consequences and the conclusions they draw from them.

The study deals with literary texts; consequently, the data collection instrument employed is
textual analysis. The data collection process is done by taking notes and highlighting important
information while reading. Accordingly, the initial analysis involves highlighting specific texts
in the novels where the content appeared to be important in relation to self-construction. Another
important point relating to data is the method of discerning narrative segments for analysis, and
selecting which segments to analyze. In literary studies, determining the sample size may mean
specifying the size of the texts to be studied. Riessman emphasizes that decisions have to be
made about where a narrative starts and where it ends, while realizing that to place boundaries
around narratives is very much a matter of choices, definitions and research decisions.(Riessman,
2008:699). In this regard, the study focuses on two Amharic novels by Adam Retta (Yesinibit

Kelemat and Merek).
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| have chosen these novels based on their structural and content similarity in relation to identity
construction. | read through both novels in their entirety, and selected a smaller sample for a
more focused analysis. As a result, from these novels | considered only narratives of first person
perspectives or those parts of the novels where main characters tell their own stories. But even
then, there are several such narratives in these selected novels; therefore, | purposely chose five
self-narratives in general (two from Merek and three from Yesinibit Kelemat). This includes the
stories of the characters Menelik, Bella, Mitik, Ezira and Makida.

These five characters are selected mainly to illustrate different individual identity formation and
learn about the general from the particular. Moreover, three of these character-narrators, also,
briefly appear as minor characters in either of the novels where they are not portrayed as full-
fledged characters, i.e., the characters from Merek Ezra and Makida are mentioned in Yesinibit
Kelemat while Bella from Yesinibit Kelemat momentarily appears in Merek. This character
relation and story continuity across different novels, is also another reason for selecting the five

characters’ stories for analysis.

Following this, at the center of the general inquiry, | put these five characters who are the
narrators of their own life stories. When a narrator (character) tells and interprets his/her self
narrative, the character is simultaneously constructing one or several narrative identities. The
narrator’s personality, identity, and character are revealed through the self narrative presented by
him/her. Hence, by providing entry into a character’s inner world, self narratives convey a sense
of his/her meaning-making and evolving self. Accordingly, high priority is given to extensive
quotes from the selected novels so as to reveal the process of self-construction via narrating life
stories. Therefore, in the analysis each of the characters’ narratives is treated separately and in
detail within the paired framework of social constructionist identity theory and literary theory of

plot.

The analysis consists of two analytical steps:- a content analysis of identifying dominant stories
and important life events and a temporal analysis of the narrative construction process. The first
one focuses on analyzing the narratives content-wise in order to identify dominant and,
according to Bruner, often problem loaded, storylines. This in turn facilitates the analytical
tracking of important life events/experiences that have laid the foundation for different identity

constructs.
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The second one aims to further investigate the process of narrative self-construction, i.e. how
character narrators turn various fragments of their life stories into coherent self-narratives. In
order to explicate this process, | draw on few concepts of social constructionist identity theory
(Jerome Bruner’s and Kenneth Gergen’s) such as dominant stories, turning points, identity
changes and multiplicity of selves, together with Richardson’s insights on narrative beginnings
and endings, which are concepts directly related to plot construction (See section 3.1&3.2). The
plot, specifically narrative beginnings and endings, is explored from the point of its significance
in the process of self-construction of the characters.

In combination with the first phase of the analysis, this temporal analysis illuminates my
understanding of how characters undergo through the process of constructing their sense of self
via narratives. Moreover, by analyzing these narratives | also examine the change in characters’
identities across time and social contexts. Here, the analysis is especially informed by Bruner’s
and Gergen’s discussions of turning points and multiplicity of selves, respectively, both implying
changes in identities. (See section 3.1).

One must choose events from a variety of options in self narratives which can serve as entry
points into identity-seeking narratives. In order to point out important life experiences/events |
have carefully selected dominant storylines under the first phase of the analysis. | considered
only these selected dominant storylines from the general narrative of each self narrative in order
to make the analysis focused and keep its manageable stature. These storylines are important in a
sense that they allow me to go into more depth and provide insight into the process of narrative

identity construction.

In this twofold analysis, |1 have attempted to reveal the complexity of the narrative self
construction process and allow multiple and conflicting identity constructs to emerge. The
analysis recognizes each individual character’s self narrative in relation to self construction and
explores how the social context influences this creative process. In the process of analyzing, all
extracts taken from the selected texts are translated into English from the source language
Ambharic. Since the study has more to do with meaning than style, while translating, | have given
less attention to stylistic features and focused more on the semantic aspects of the texts in focus.
Finally, an attempt is made to relate the overall analyzed data and arrive at a general concept of

self-construction in the selected novels.
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1.7.  Organization of the Study

This dissertation begins with an introductory chapter which incorporates background information
background regarding the research, statement of the problem and the objectives, significance,
scope and methods of the study. The background focuses on the study’s scholarly context in
which discussion regarding the field of narratology in general and its specific relation to literary
study is made. Moreover, a short summary on the rise of Amharic novel and the works of
contemporary novelist Adam Retta is given. This background information ends with a
generalized remark that shows the study’s strong conviction with the idea of self as a narrative

construct.

Apart from the background the chapter also presents the problem that initiated the inquiry and
the study’s metholological issues are explicated. The rationale for the use of an interdisciplinary
approach to study fictional identities as narrative constructs is outlined along with particulars
related to the study’s design and methodology. Accordingly, the study’s problem statement with
the research questions comes following the background of the study. The subsequent section
presents the study’s objectives that are developed based on the research questions. Then the

study’s significance, scope and methods are discussed, each under separate section.

The second chapter presents a review of concepts and studies related to this current research.
While dealing with this review, | focused on defining major concepts applied in the study and
studies directly or indirectly touching upon the issue raised in this research. Based on this,
historically contextualized definitions of self, narrative and plot, and their relation to one another
are discussed. The review also highlights key areas of debate such as the confusion created while
using the terms “self” and “identity”, and “story” and “narrative”. The final section of this
chapter attempts to unfold the knowledge gap that exists in this area of scholarship, which the
present research endeavors to partially fill, by reviewing studies focusing on social

constructionism, identity and works of Adam Retta.

The third chapter is dedicated to the theoretical foundation of the study. In this chapter I present
the ontological and epistemological arguments for situating the study within an interdisciplinary

framework of narrative identity theory within social constructionism and literary theory.
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Concepts of social constructionism and plot structure are discussed as main foundations of the

analytical procedure.

The analysis and interpretation of five selected self narratives, three of them from Yesinibit
Kelemat and two of them from Merek, is presented in chapter four. Analysis is undertaken within
each self narrative in order to thoroughly examine each individual story. In the final chapter |
discuss the findings of the study in light of the analysis and explain them with explicit reference
to self construction. Moreover, attempt is made to fuse findings into generalized conclusions and

suggest some areas of related future researches based on the limitations of the study.
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CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE

This section aims to provide clarification regarding the central concepts that this study
circumnavigates, which are self and narrative. The review is presented broadly so as to make
evident the interdisciplinary range of theoretical contributions on narrative identity studies. Apart
from this, previous critical studies that are found to be related to the concern of this study are

also reviewed.
2.1. The Self

The intent of this condensed review is to bring to the surface important theoretical contributions
to and movements in the conceptualization of “self” and also to illustrate how conceptualizations
have changed over time. Historically, the concept of self has had a broad interdisciplinary
foundation. The literature on the concept of self is also vast and disparate. The self is one of the
most commonly studied concepts in the social sciences, and yet it is still an ambiguous and
slippery term to define. Emphasizing the difficulty that arises when trying to define self, Bruner
describes the concept as “a surprisingly quirky idea — intuitively obvious to common sense yet

evasive to definition by the fastidious philosopher” (Bruner, 2002:63).

Usually, the attempts to define the self rely on self-representations or mental constructions about
us as persons. People have ideas about the nature of the self, about the world, and about the
interactions between the two. Flanagan writes that “the word self has many meanings;
personality, character, an individual’s central character traits, the way(s) one carries oneself in
the world, the way one represents oneself to oneself and to others ...” (Flanagan, 1996: vii). This
view relies on the potential of one’s mind to make sense of or define oneself in terms of ideas

that one conceives about him/herself.

Accordingly, people can consider themselves from a number of perspectives: “the individualistic
“me” self or the collectivistic “us” self, the temporally near “now” self or the temporally distal
“future” self, the immersed “mind’s eye” self or observer’s “eyes of others” self. (Mark &
Tangney, 2012:73). Similarly, the attempt to understand the self by philosophers, psychologists
and other social science scholars has been influenced by varieties of viewpoints. One of these

viewpoints is to think the self as an indwelling presence, responsible of one’s experience in the
world. (Campbell, 1957; Minsky, 1985).
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From a different perspective, the self is viewed as something we care about. “One’s self is what
one identifies oneself with, what a person cares most about, the loss of which amounts, for him,
to self-destruction, either partial or total”(Abelson, 1977:91). What the person holds dear above
everything else can be a number of things. One can identify with the idea that he/she holds about
one’s own self, other selves, or even things. Here the self is equated with whatever one values
most, a view that further complicates the attempt to define the self since there are a number of
things that can be valued by a person at the same or in different times. In this view, a person can
have as many selves as the number of things valued or identified with. This leads to the idea of

conceiving the self as elusive and unknowable.

Perhaps, this can be one of the reasons why Harre thinks that the self can never be known.
According to him, one’s self is that indescribable and unidentifiable private, inner being within
one (Harre, 1984:26).This seems to put an end to the search, if we can never grasp it, then there
IS no point in trying to define or describe the self.

For Geertz the self is a bounded, unique, more or less integrated motivational and cognitive
universe, a dynamic center of awareness, emotion, judgment, and action, organized into a
distinctive whole and set contrastively both against other wholes and against a social and natural
background (Geertz, 1973:9). In this case the use of the term self incorporates the person who
thinks about oneself and the object of thinking. The person is able to think and is aware of doing
so, which is referred as “reflexive capacity” (Gecas, 1982; Mark & Tangney 2012). The beliefs
and perceptions we have of ourselves and how we are seen and identified by others become the

bases for self-definition.

The above wide ranging definitions show that defining the self is not an easy task. This may also
be the reason why conceptualization of the term self has taken varied forms across different
periods. Regardless of the difficulties of defining the term, a review of the early ideas of self
seems necessary and essential to understand how the early ideas influence our thinking about the
contemporary concept of self. Throughout human history, the questions of what or who we are

have been a philosophical program.

Classical Greek philosophers such as Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle defined the self as immaterial

and spiritual soul. Following this, the self, as immaterial entity, is conceived to be separated from
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the physical form. Both Plato and Aristotle argued that the soul and body are two different
entities since the soul is immaterial and the body material.

Indeed Plato as well as Aristotle, ..., would agree that ‘soul’ mainly refers to the
‘principle of life’, so if the soul is present in the body, it makes it ‘a living thing’, i.e.
it turns such body into the living being it is. Thus it is because of the soul that a body
becomes a living body, endowed with vital functions (such as breathing, perceiving,
thinking, and so forth) (Boeri & Kanayama, 2018:4).

This soul body dichotomy led to the subsequent mind and body duality, a conception of the self
that also influenced the medieval period. Theologians such as Thomas Aquinas stressed the
immortality and superiority of the soul to the body in which it dwelled. However, Aquinas
emphasizes that the relationship between soul and body is not a mere power relation as Plato and
Aristotle stressed, rather the two are united and operate as one.

As Aquinas puts it, people enjoy an intellectual life and they are things of the kind
they are (rational animals) because of this. Aquinas calls that by virtue of which
people are things of the kind they are their ‘souls’. So he can say that human beings
are bodily, but also that they are or have both body and soul. The two cannot be torn
apart in any way that would leave what remained a human being. But they can be
distinguished from each other and the soul of a human being can therefore be
thought of as something subsisting immaterially. (Davies, 1998:258).

The Enlightenment in Europe was based on faith in human reason and rationalism. Hence, the
self was established as a cognitively driven entity with the French philosopher Rene Descartes
(1596-1650) famous statement “I think therefore I am”. Descartes’ idea of “the rational self”

implies separating the mind from the body, hence, Cartesian duality.

The Cartesian view is that the distinction between mind and matter is a matter of
ontology: the mind is a distinct entity in its own right, which operates, or can in
principle operate, entirely independently of the material universe. This is the claim
which has come to be known as Cartesian (or substantival) dualism: the mind is

‘really distinct’ from the body, a separate and independent substance (Cottingham,
1993:201).

The later philosopher John Locke (1632-1704) also emphasized on the self being rational and its
action directed by thinking. Similar to that of Descartes, separation between mind and body is
also at the center of Locke’s philosophy of the self (Bennett, 1994). Therefore, the mind body

dualism can be taken as a typical characteristic and significant contribution of this period. In
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summary, early philosophical conceptions of the self emphasize on the separation of the
individual from the society and of body and from mind.

The Romantic era (late 18th and early 19th centuries), was developed in response to the over-
reliance on reason by the previous age thinkers. The romantic age rejected reasoning and
returned to celebrating nature by putting particular emphasis on extreme emotions (Berlin, 2000).
By privileging feeling over thought the romantics considered man as a cultural being, with
culture being related to nature as opposed to the construct of the Enlightenment era, where
culture was considered to have been an intellectual endeavor (Lurie, 1992:195). Culture, in this

view, was seen to provide the necessary aesthetic framework for expressing the life of man.

In the twentieth century, Western philosophical tradition developed narratives of the self in
which the person is a being who is consistent and knowable by him or herself and others.
“Psychological theories continued to depict a self that was coherent and persistent across time,
despite the dispossession, empowerment, and secularization introduced in the early modern
period, and despite the amplification of these trends throughout late modernity” (Hertlerl, et. al.,
2017:129). Moreover, the modern self concept, similar to that of the enlightenment period, was
constituted by cognitive thinking and the ability to exercise rational thinking. Psychoanalyst
Sigmund Freud framed the self within the multiple aspects of human psyche which he structured
in to three parts (id, ego, and superego) (Freud, 1923). Although most of his ideas have been
neglected by modern psychology, his theory of multiple selves has become to be one of the most

enduring one.

Other prominent theorists in psychology also wrote about the self in the early decades of the
twentieth century. Mead emphasizes that “The essence of the self... is cognitive: it lies in the
internalized conversation of gestures which constitutes thinking, or in terms of which thought or
reflection proceeds” (Mead, 1934:140). This notion of self implies that there is something
central, an essential core, to human beings. Moreover, the modernists were also influenced by
Cartesian dualism that mind is a closed space and that mind and body are separate. In general,
modern perspectives consider the self as a being consistent and knowable by him/herself and by
others. Hence, the forms of identity in modernity remain for a long time relatively substantial
and fixed. This independent individual self gave way to the social one when modern ideas of self

were questioned at the dawn of postmodernism.
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Postmodernism challenges and deconstructs the idea of a single, fixed core self and provide
alternatives to reconstruct the modern self. In the postmodern era the self becomes a narrative
self and can be described and understood in an infinite variety of ways as opposed to the
modernists’ single being. Moreover, postmodern views propose a self indistinct from culture and
social context. “The concept of person that exists within a given culture is not some alien
element of the culture, nor something external that has been tacked onto an otherwise finished
fabric. ...This subject, not only emerges from the total societal fabric, but serves to sustain that
very fabric” (Sampson, 1983:140). Therefore, self is a created concept, a created narrative,
linguistically constructed and existing in dialogue and in relationship (Bruner, 1990).

Anthony Giddens also describes the postmodern self as a narrative of life told by the self to
others: “The concept of individual identity is in itself a typical institution of “high modernity”
and persists through an ability to narrate one’s life, formulate it into a narrative composed of
terms that will be accepted by a relevant audience” (1991:410). Adding to this point, Crites
defines the self as “a kind of aesthetic construct, recollected in and with the life of experience in
narrative fashion” (1986:162). Therefore, the postmodern gathers a movement away from
personal orientation towards an interpersonal and relational concept of self. In this postmodern
view, self concept is not understood anymore as a private cognitive structure but as a discourse
about the self.

To sum up postmodernism rejects major tenets of modernity, such as a belief in one stable truth
and a view that coherence is natural. As a contrast, the postmodernists conceive multiple
perspectives rather than generalizations; and the self as fragmented or not having a coherent or

fixed essence.

Conceptualization and understanding of the self is further complicated by its relationship with
the equally complex and multifaceted concept of identity. Sometimes the terms self and identity
are used interchangeably and that what they refer to may differ within and across different
publications. There are also times that the two are considered as distinct terms, however,
“scholars often use the terms self and identity as if they were synonyms” (Mark & Tangney,
2012:74). Some even believe that the distinction between “self” and “identity” is artificial. And
this proves to be true when the various definitions and descriptions given to self and identity are

considered.
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After carefully analyzing and summarizing definitions and descriptions given by different
scholars, Mark and Tangery define “identity” as:

. the traits and characteristics, social relations, roles, and social group
memberships that define who one is. Identities can be focused on the past-what
used to be true of one, the present-what is true of one now, or the future-the
person one expects or wishes to become, the person one feels obligated to try to
become, or the person one fears one may become. (2012:69).

In this view identity is always in the process of conversational becoming, constructed and
reconstructed through continuous interactions and relationships. A similar type of description can
also be made about the self. So it becomes very important to answer the question what really is
the difference between self and identity or understand the relationship between the two.

The intricate nature of self is further complicated when one considers whether there is one self or
multiple selves. In recent postmodernist understandings the self is assumed to be multiple and
there is no core “I” that a person can be identified with. Following this, identities are understood
to be manifestations of these multiple selves in different occasions. As Stryker puts it, "The self
is seen as embracing multiple identities linked to the roles and role relationships that constitute
significant elements of social structures.”(1979:177). Stets and Burke (2000) also observed that
the core of an identity is the categorization of the self as an occupant of a role, and incorporating,
into the self, the meanings and expectations associated with the role and its performance.
Consequently, identity becomes whatever role the self plays in a given social context where the

role is demanded.

The term “role” typically refers to the behavioral expectations associated with a position or status
in a social system. Stets and Burke (2000:112) considers that one of the primary means of
identity formation is the one conveyed by the role (role identity). In this way, the role imposed
by society or self imposed by the individual contributes to the construction of the identity of the
characters. Therefore, the overall self is organized into multiple identities, each of which is tied
to aspects of the social structure. One has an identity, an “internalized positional designation” for
each of the different positions or role relationships the person holds in society (Stryker, 1980:60).
As a result, self as father is an identity, as is self as colleague, self as friend, and self as any of
the other myriad of possibilities corresponding to the various roles one may play. Hence, it is the

multiple self manifesting itself in various contexts with various roles that becomes identity.
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All in all, identities are in relationship to a perspective that is relative to one’s purposes and what
one values. Identities constitute one’s self concept that is, what comes to mind when one thinks
of oneself, and what one believes is true of oneself. Now, the self can be described in an infinite
variety of ways as changing identities. And in this case, self and identity become inseparably one
and it is also in this sense that the two terms are used throughout this study. This understanding
is also sustained by postmodern self and identity theories, among which social constructionism
belongs (see Chapter 3).

2.2. Narrative and the Self

The use of the term “narrative” has become rather broad since the genres and forms of narrative
texts appear to be countless. In narrative research, narratives have been defined in very inclusive
ways, referring to any spoken or written presentations (Polkinghorne, 1988:13). Moreover,
narrative research has, to a large extent, used stories and narratives interchangeably and applied
the concept of story as equivalent to narrative (Bruner, 1990; Polkinghorne, 1988; Riesman,
1993). For instance, Bruner, (1990), although, uses the term “narrative” frequently, the term is
interchangeable with “story” in his writings. According to Rimmon-Kenan’s definition, “a story
is a construct created in a suitable format that describes a sequence of fictional or non-fictional
events in the form of written, spoken, poetry, prose, images, song, theatre or dance gossip,
newspaper, ballet, painting, etc” (Rimmon-Kenan, 1983:55-70). In the context of this study, I use
the terms as synonymous in order to avoid further complications and facilitate the process of

understanding the term.

In generalized sense narrative refers to a form of discourse, in which we organize and give
structure to the events in our lives. It constructs our experiences and, in turn, is used to
understand our experiences. A classic formulation of narrative is an account of peoples’ life with
a beginning, middle, and end (Aristotle, 1997). Narratives, thus, focus on past, present and future
events, which may not, necessarily, be told in chronological order, but can include flash-backs
and flash-forwards. Hence, narrative is characterized by sequence, which indicates causal

connections of events. Bruner (2001) sums up this idea as follows:

Narrative accounts must have at least two characteristics. They should center
upon people and their intentional states: their desires, beliefs, and so on; and they
should focus on how these intentional states led to certain kinds of activities. Such
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an account should also be or appear to be order preserving, in the sense of
preserving or appearing to preserve sequence — the sequential properties of
which life itself consists or is supposed to consist (Bruner, 2001:28).

Narratives are about events, experiences and actions of individuals. In other words, they are
composed of events, events are their fundamental unit. Narratives are created, experienced, and
shared by individuals in conversation and action with one another and with the self. Narratives
are the “stories that serve as communal resources that people use in ongoing relationships”.
(Gergen, 1994:189). Similarly, Bruner holds that “Narrative deals with the vicissitudes of human
intention” (Bruner, 1990:16). Bruner, further, suggests, “people frame moment by moment
events in larger structures, the larger structures being narratives, provide an interpretive context
for the components they encompass” (Bruner, 1990:64). We share ourselves and our lives with
others by assembling the bits and pieces of our narratives into possible storied versions.
Therefore, as far as human affairs are concerned, it is above all through narrative that we make

sense of our experiences.

The presence of narrative is everywhere and in every corner of the world and is famously

described by Roland Barthes:

The narratives of the world are numberless. Narrative is first and foremost a
prodigious variety of genres, themselves distributed amongst different substances
— as though any material were fit to receive man’s stories. Able to be carried by
articulated language, spoken or written, fixed or moving images, gestures, and
the ordered mixture of all these substances; narrative is present in myth, legend,
fable, tale, novella, epic, history, tragedy, drama, comedy, mime, painting, stained
glass windows, cinema, comics, news item, conversation. Moreover, under this
almost infinite diversity of forms, narrative is present in every age, in every place,
in every society; it begins with the very history of mankind and there nowhere is
nor have been a people without narrative. All classes, all human groups, have
their narratives, enjoyment of which is very often shared by men with different,
even opposing, cultural backgrounds. Caring nothing for the division between
good and bad literature, narrative is international, transhistorical, transcultural:
it is simply there, like life itself (Barthes, 1975:237-272).

The study of narratives is not confined in literary studies. An interest in narratives also has a long
history in other disciplines too. Social science disciplines such as sociology, psychology,
anthropology, education, and so on, have long had an interest in narrative as a human cognitive
device for sense making and ordering life experiences. The underlying assumption, hear, is that

narratives are social products produced by people within the context of specific social, historical
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and cultural locations in order to understand reality. Narratives are the "stories that serve as
communal resources that people use in ongoing relationships™ (Gergen, 1994:189).

Therefore, the link between identity and narrative, i.e., the idea that people create identity
through constructing stories about their lives, is a common conception in both the humanities and
the social sciences. Psychologists have all emphasized the importance of life story for
understanding personality. The renowned psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud, in the first decades of
the 20™ century, saw how the stories that clients brought to therapy could reveal the hidden
depths of personality. Long after Freud, in the 1980s, “the narrative turn” began putting at its
center the notion of the self as storyteller.

Theodore Sarbin’s edited book, Narrative Psychology: The Storied Nature of Human Conduct
(1986) is considered to introduce the notion of the self as the narrator or storyteller. Sabrin
argued that to understand human action, a new approach that is based on narratives was needed.
Following Sabrin prominent scholars of the field, such as Bruner (1986) and Polkinghome
(1988) added their own contributions to the field and established the narrative turn in narrative

psychology.

One of the basic claims that are repeatedly being made in narrative psychology is that narrative
has a primary role in construction of self. (McAdams, 1993; Schafer, 1992; Shotter & Gergen
1989). Schafer (1992) briefly puts this case as follows:

It is especially important to emphasize that narrative is not an alternative to truth
or reality, rather, it is the mode in which, inevitably, truth and reality are
presented. We have only versions of the true and the real. Narratively
unmediated, definitive access to truth and reality cannot be demonstrated. In this
respect, therefore, there can be no absolute foundation on which observer or
thinker stands; each must choose his or her narrative. (Schafer, 1992:xiv-xv).

Since our understanding of reality depends on it, needless to say that narrative also plays an
important function in the formation and understanding of self. People use diverse means to craft
their identities, for example the way they talk, dress and personal style signal who they are. Self
narratives form an important part of this process of identity crafting. Self narratives are
narratives that provide specific information about the narrator or explain his/her identity and lay.
“Our self-making stories accumulate over time; even pattern themselves on conventional genres”

(Bruner, 2002:65). In this narrative view the self is considered as a narrative construct, through
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the storytelling process, the self is being formed. Polkinghorne eloquently speaks of this
narrative dimension of our identity stating that “The self is that temporal order of human
existence whose story begins with birth, has as its middle the episodes of a lifespan, and ends
with death . . . The whole of an individual human existence is articulated in the narrative plot”
(Polkinghorne, 1988:152). Hence, the primary motive for the construction of personal narratives
is to create identity as people attempt to answer the question of who they are.

Narrative constructs our experiences and, in turn, is used to understand our experiences. In this
practice of sense making language serves as a vehicle through which the process unfolds. We use
language to construct, to organize, and to attribute meaning to our stories. “Selves we construct
are the outcomes of this [narrative, storytelling, and language] process of meaning construction”

(Bruner, 1990:138).

The postmodern self is, thus, considered to be a product of language expressed in the form of
story-telling. By telling his/her narrative to others, the narrator is as the same time defining who
he/she is. As Ricoeur (1992:158) explains, “How, indeed, could a subject of action give an
ethical character to his or her own life taken as a whole if this life were not gathered together in
some way, and how could this occur if not, precisely, in the form of a narrative?” And since the
construction of identity is expressed in language by telling stories to others, narratives can be
understood as the socially shared part of identity. This implies that, narratives are a way of
understanding self in the context of a social reality where narratives are products of social

interaction.

Over time, as humans point out who they are to themselves and to others, they come to develop a
concept of who they are. We construct our own identities, and it seems that we can do this in a
major way through narrative, i.e. through the stories we construct to define who we are. “The
narrative constructs the identity of the character, what can be called his or her narrative identity,
in constructing that of the story told. It is the identity of the story that makes the identity of the
character” (Ricoeur, 1981:186).

Narratives are at the core of our very conceptualization of identity as it is ingrained and unfolded
in the narrative expression of a personal life story. We come to know ourselves through the

stories we construct. We need a life story in order to be able to exist in the social world; it is
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through telling about the self that a sense of self develops. In the end the self becomes the story
of one’s life. Whatever life is experienced by the self it is revealed and made known by the
stories told about it. Because of this, selfhood and narrative are inextricably interlinked. In fact,
“... there is no life apart from the stories told about it ...” (Freeman and Brockmeier, 2001:97).
Without the stories we have nothing, no self to define or talk about. As McAdams elegantly puts
it, “If you want to know me, you must know my story, for my story defines who | am. And if |
want to know myself, to gain insights in to the meaning of my own life, then I, too, must come to

know my own story” (McAdams, 1993:11).

If the self is a narrative construct, then it is reasonable to assume that the best possible avenue to
self understanding will be provided by those very narratives. To know what it means to be a self,
one should look closely at the stories told by the self. Viewing one's self as a narrative, in which
life events are configured and made meaningful, emphasizes the constructive and interpretative
nature of the self. The self, thus, becomes a narrative identity which an individual forms to make

sense and meaning out of his/her life.

In summary, narratives dominate human life, and are foundational to the processes that organize
and structure human experience. They offer a sense making process that is fundamental to
understand human reality and enable human experiences to be seen as coherent unfolding of life.
Therefore, the approach | take to explore the self emphasizes the active role narratives take in

constructing our identities.
2.3. Plot as a Fundamental Element of Narrative

The classic account of plot postulates a distinct beginning followed by series of events that form
a reasonably firm causal chain. Aristotle in his Poetics defines “mythos”, usually translated as
“plot” in English, as the arrangement of events. (Poetics, 1996:13). And when he lists the
features of tragedy, he gives plot the most important role. Plot allows characters to come to the
fore through their actions, brings about the emotional involvement of readers through reversal
and recognition and generally constitutes the soul and source of tragedy. The neoclassical
criticism of Italy and France in the 16th and 17th centuries demotes plot from the single
governing principle of narrative to one of the features which authors need to master in order to

achieve verisimilitude. Later in the course of the 19th century, character begins to gain
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precedence over plot as the most important feature of narrative. The formalist tradition presents
“plot” as a “skeletal story”, corresponding to a fully formed fabula inscribed in the text, while the
structuralist legacy associate the concept of “plot” with the structure of the events told (the

fabula).

In a more recent theory of narrative, plot is understood as the causal relation of events in a story.
Brooks (1984:12) defines plot as “the design and intention of narrative, a structure for those
meanings that are developed through temporal succession, or perhaps better: a structuring
operation elicited by and made necessary by, those meanings that develop through succession
and time”. Similarly, Ricoeur states that plot is “the intelligible whole that governs a succession
of events in a story ... A story is made out of events to the extent that plot makes events in to a
story” (1981:167). It is the carrier of the structure and that the plot is the series of actions and

episodes arranged in order and proportion.

Simply put, plot is the sequence of causally related events in a story as the author chooses to
arrange them; causality is an important feature of plot. Therefore, the term plot designates the
ways in which the events and actions in a story are arranged. It is the actions and events of the
story related to one another with cause and effect. Following this, there is a “considerable
agreement on the basic task of plot: to tie the collection of events in to a seemingly organic
whole” (Richardson 2019:60).

A narrative is analyzed from the point of view of its constituent components. One such
component is the causal connectivity between the events in narrative or plot. Plot is said to be the
most important part of narrative since causal connections, whether loose or strong, are necessary
for narrative to exist. Strong plots make the story powerful and effective and “A narrative
without a plot is a logical impossibility.” (Chatman, 1978:48). The same can be said about the
temporal feature of narratives, which can be defined by the recreation of the temporal succession
of events in the narrative sequence in which these events are causally connected. Sequencing,
which is a distinguishing feature of narratives, has been emphasized by many researchers as

necessary and important for defining narratives.

This is also why Cohn (1999:12), gives a closely related definition of narrative as that of plot, “a

series of statements that deal with a causally related sequence of events that concern human (or
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human-like) beings”. Similarly, Richardson in his book A Poetics of Plot for the Twenty-First
Century, defines narrative as “a representation of a causally related series of events” (2019:28).
Plot focuses attention on the important characters and their roles in the story. It motivates the
characters to affect the story, and connect the events in an orderly manner. Forster explains the
role of plot in a narrative as a “sort of higher government official” (1953:81) who constantly
calls up on characters to explain themselves. So when the plot changes so does the characters,
implying the significant influence of plot on the path a narrative ultimately takes.

Plot is also recognized as the action element in narrative. The actions are performed by particular
characters in a work; plot and character are therefore interdependent critical concepts. The plot
justifies the choices that characters make. Character generates plot and plot results from and is
dependent upon character. The progression of the plot is also based on how the characters are
made to react to a particular situation.

“Plot is the principle of interconnectedness and intention which we cannot do without in moving
through the discrete elements-incidents, episodes, actions-of a narrative.” (Brooks, 1984: 5). The
plot is, hence, the centre of the narrative structure. We get the plot of a narrative by particularly
describing its content. This description identifies the main events of the narrative and shows how
they are causally connected. Hence, the task of establishing the plot of a narrative involves
establishing the temporal order of main events and their connection. Following this, the

construction of one’s identity entails positioning oneself through a time dimension.

In general, plot is a constant of all written and oral narratives; it is the principle of
interconnectedness. The fact that we structure our conceptions of identity and personality in the
form of a narrated story makes the relation between narration and fiction more ambiguous.
Narrative offers us the capacity to organize our experience, actions and self by relating
successive parts to the whole. Using our capacity to narrate, we participate in the construction of
our own identities. The telling of personal experiences, then, shapes personality by contributing

to the continual reconstruction of the life story.
2.4. Review of Previous Studies

In this section previous critical studies that are found to be related to the current study are

reviewed. One doctorial dissertation and a few Master’s theses are written on the works of Adam
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Retta. Despite this fact, so far, no researcher has dealt with the writer’s works with respect to the
issue of self-construction through narratives which is the concern of the current critical study. On
the other hand, these critical works are indirectly related to the current study hence, they deserve

to be included in this review.

Tsedey’s PhD dissertation entitled “Space-Time Realities in Ethiopian Postmodernist Literature:
Convergence of Postmodernist Literary Theory, Physics and Mysticism” (2015) commence this
review, since it is a study governed by constructive postmodernism which urges dialogue among
different disciplines. Moreover, the study takes a couple of Adam’s works (Gracha Qachiloch
and Etemete Lomi Shita) as part of the subject texts that are analyzed. In this study Tsedey has
attempted to identify a point of convergence, which is space-time reality, among literary theory,
physics and mysticism. In her findings she states that representations of realities which are
different from the everyday empirical world are evident in the texts analyzed. This is so because
the texts have applied concepts from physics and mysticism. Tsedey’s study is related to the
current study in a sense that she has attempted to examine Adam’s work even if it is from a

different perspective.

After Tsedey’s work Demeke’s PhD dissertation entitled “Narrative Strategies in Selected
Ambharic Novels from 2000 until 2010 (2014), has received due attention in this review. The
aim of his research was to shed light on the relationship among form, meaning (content) and
social milieu in establishing the textual and contextual features of fictional narratives. It mainly
focuses on the possibility of unraveling the textual and contextual qualities of contemporary
Ambharic novels by studying form as a narrative strategy and applying post-classical conceptions
of narratology as guidelines for its discussion. My interest in this dissertation is its treatment of

Adam Retta’s novel Gracha Qachiloch (Grey Bells) as one of the subject novels of the study.

In the fourth chapter of Demeke’s dissertation, Adam Retta’s Gracha Qachiloch (Grey Bells) is
treated in relation to focalization as a narrative strategy. In this analysis focalization in the novel
is discussed with respect to its perceptual, psychological and ideological facets. Moreover, the
researcher has related the ideological facet of focalization with the recent three regimes of
Ethiopia. In his analysis, Demeke has observed that the protagonist at his childhood was too
critical and full-fledged observer of societal issues more than expected at his age. In addition to

this, the focalization in the novel at the perceptual and psychological facets becomes more

32



concerned to personal issues when the story goes to its end; and this is caused as a result of the
looseness of the narrator.

By the end of his analysis, Demeke concludes that the author has adopted a comparative tone to
evaluate the state of personal freedom and personal intent of the protagonist towards the socio-
political issues in each of the three political periods. Apart from the social issues he criticizes
through the eyes of the protagonist, the textual structure of the perceptual, psychological and
ideological facets serve as a clue to guess the author‘s belief in the better state of personal
freedom in the monarchical system than what existed in its successors. He has also pointed out
that the influence of this reality on the author has affected the textual architecture of the novel.
Therefore, Demeke concludes that there is strong relationship, visible in the novel, among form,

content and social milieu.

Adam’s novel Gracha Qachiloch is likewise found to be the concern of Hiwot’s MA thesis
entitled ‘“Narrative Technique of Adam Reta’s Gracha Qachiloch: Stream of Consciousness in
Focus” (2012). Hiwot attempted to explore the narrative techniques used in the subject novel
giving special attention to stream of consciousness. The study concludes that the chief narrative
mode used in the novel is interior monologue and that stream of consciousness technique is

experimented as well.

Another preoccupation with Adam’s Gracha Qachiloch can be found in Assefa’s MA Thesis
entitled “A study of Narrative Technique in Adefris and Gracha Kacheloch: Point of View and
Speech and Thought Presentation in Focus” (2009). In this thesis Assefa attempted two specific
narrative techniques, point of view and speech and thought presentation in two Amharic novels.
Clearly my interest in this thesis is its preoccupation with one of Adam’s novels, Gracha
Qachiloch. After a detailed analysis of the novel, Assefa concludes that the major character is
unreliable subjective ‘I-narrator who foregrounds objects and actions of other characters from his
own biased perspective. Through this, he claims, the character is engaged in creating “amusing
artistic effects”. Therefore, the way this character perceives his environment became more

important than the thing perceived.

Next is Aklilu’s MA thesis entitled “Existentialism in the Selected Creative Works of Adam

Retta” (2010). In this study Aklilu has discussed the tenets of existentialism found in the creative
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works of Adam Reta, in an attempt to elucidate his overall existentialist philosophical thinking.
Accordingly, concepts of existential philosophy are employed to analyze few selected works of
the author; his novel, Giracha Kachiloch, and six other narratives from his anthologies. In the
end Aklilu concluded that Adam has shared basic tenets of existentialism in his writings;
therefore, is a literary existentialist.

“A psychoanalytic interpretation of Adam Retta’s novel Gracha Qachiloch” by Emebet Bekele
(2011) is another M.A. thesis that took Adam’s work as a subject of study. Emebet’s work is
purely psychoanalytic, which introduces Lacanian and Klienian concepts of psychoanalysis into
the study. As such the study is mainly concerned with the characters’ inner world or individual
psyche. As a finding of her inquiry, she mentioned that Adam has used stream of consciousness

as a narrative technique which gives access to the main character’s feelings and emotions.

As can be seen from what is presented above, even though there are few theoretical and
methodological relationships between the papers reviewed and the current study, particularly in
relation to postmodernism and textual analysis, none of these local researchers has raised or
come close to the issue of self-construction through narratives. Moreover, other studies related to
Adam’s works and not included in this review, are also found to be similar to the above reviewed
ones, since each research goes farther away from the central topic of the current study.
Therefore, in what follows, studies that focus on narrative construction of self and are

preoccupied with analyzing literary works, other than Adam’s, are reviewed.

Kirsi Marjo’s PhD dissertation “The construction of Self in Finnish First-Person Supernatural
Encounter Narratives” (2009) is the closest study to the current study of all the studies reviewed
hear after, in a sense that it examines construction of self through narratives and uses social
constructionist theory as a framework. In this dissertation Marjo examines the narrative
construction of self in the concerned narratives. The study asks how narrators attempt to organize
their experiences through narrative for themselves and others. The research is interdisciplinary by its
nature and draws its theoretical sources from folklore studies, cultural studies, narrative studies and
social psychology. It follows the “narrative turn” in social sciences and humanities, and applies the
social constructionist approach to narrative and self. At the end of the study Marjo has observed that
the narrators construct rational, yet emotional, and social, yet independent selves through their

supernatu ral encounter narratives.
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“Unraveling Identity in lan McEwan’s Enduring Love” (2012) is an article published in Journal
of Studies in Literature and Language. The researchers, Zohreh and Seyyed, focus on the
relationship between narrative and human identity, especially the process of identity construction
in McEwen’s Enduring Love. The study heavily relies on Bruner’s notion of the narratively
constructed self and attempts to follow the procedure involved in self-construction and the
ultimate result of such narratively constructed identities. Accordingly, the study aims to show
how the process of identity construction found to be one that is both relational and strongly
dependent upon expression.

In their analysis of Enduring Love, Zohreh and Seyyed observed that the novel presents three
different perspectives regarding a similar incident and the author provides a space in which all
three collide. Moreover, the fact that these three character-narrators of the novel recall fragments
of incidents shows an attempt to put together the bits and pieces of their story thereby

constructing their own identity.

“Narrative ldentities: Self -Construction in Joseph Conrad’s Marlow Fictions”(2013) is a PhD
dissertation by Balazs Csizmadia. This study takes, as a major objective, exploring Marlow’s
function as a personified storyteller who allows Conrad to reveal different forms of identity
construction through narration. Moreover, the study examines Marlow’s crucial role in Conrad’s
negotiation of his own literary identity. Csizmadia’s reading of Conrad’s texts is also informed

by narrative identity theory, especially the works of Ricoeur, Kerby, Sarbin and other theorists.

In his discussion of the “Marlovian narratives” Csizmadia argues that Conrad’s storytellers are
often engaged in an interpretative enterprise that concerns not only certain events in the past but
also themselves. Thus, it seems that it is only by telling their narratives to their listeners that
these narrators can come to a better self understanding. Thus, in his conclusion Csizmadia
remarks that what makes the figure of Marlow especially interesting is that he not only allows
Conrad to dramatize identity construction in the fiction; it is also partly through Marlow that
Conrad creates his own literary identity. In other words, the Marlovian narratives show identity

in the making.

Unlike the indigenous researches these foreign studies are better related to the current study since

they are all are attempts to unravel the complexities of identity formation by operating within
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social constructionist theoretical framework. By way of concluding this review, the point made
at the beginning of it should be reaffirmed. Though important are all the above works in their
own particular respect, none of them treat Adam’s novels Yesinibit Kelemat and Merek from the
social constructionist perspective of self-construction, which is the issue that this study aims to
address. There is then a need for a treatment of self construction in the subject novels and it is
this task that the study sets itself to accomplish.
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CHAPTER THREE: CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

This section is a brief theoretical excursion of the analytical framework that is used in the study
while investigating the selected novels in relation to narrative construction of self. The aim is to
clarify relevant theoretical concepts to approach the construction of self. The fundamental
theoretical foundation of the study is one of the most renowned theories of postmodern period,
social constructionism and its new development in the area of narrative theory. Moreover, the
framework has incorporated literary theory particularly focusing on narrative plot construction.
Following this, the analytical framework is inspired by two theoretical foundations: the
substantial work on narrative identity by cognitive psychologist Jerome Bruner and social
psychologist Kenneth Gergen’s insights of the socially constructed self (both belonging to the
theories and conceptualizations of social constructionism) and theory of plot from the field of
literary theory. | have applied a few concepts from social constructionist theory and literary
theory to emphasize the social and narrative aspects of the self construction process, and to make
interpretative explorations into how people rely on narratives and social circumstances while

constructing narrative identities.
3.1. Social Constructionism

Social constructionism draws from a number of disciplines, including philosophy, sociology and
linguistics (Burr, 2003:2).Since its introduction to the social sciences, the term “social
construction” has been adopted by diverse academic communities for different reasons. As such
no single author has been given credit for originating the concept of social constructionism.
However, most credit Berger and Luckmann’s book, The Social Construction of Reality in
sociology and scholars with postmodern perspectives in social psychology such as Gergen, as the
source from which social constructionism sprang (Hruby, 2001; Burr, 2003). It is, therefore,
among the social psychologists and social construction theorists in particular that the notion of

the social construction of the self fully emerged.

Today, social constructionism has many forms and depending on the positions they take social
constructionists can be more or less radical. Virtually all those who identify themselves as social
constructionists favor using the term “constructionism” rather than “constructivism”.(Gergen,

1985:266). Gergen uses the phrase “social constructionism” to avoid the confusion that the term
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“constructivism” causes, as it can be used to refer to Jean Piaget’s development in psychology.
This distinction reflects the social constructionist’s aversion to the notion of an isolated knower.
Traditionally, psychology has looked for explanations of social phenomena inside the individual,
social constructionism relocates problems from the inner psychological disposition and turns to
social processes. (Burr, 2003:9).

“Radical constructionism”, mainly advocated by constructivists, emphasizes the ability of human
beings to use the understandings they create to help them navigate life, regardless of whether or
not there is an external reality that matches their understandings. “Reality is wheeled on stage,
not as an independently existing source of validation” (Kenny & Gardner, 1988:17). Even
though, there are exceptions among the theorists, who neither deny external reality nor accept its
existence, radical constructionism claims no external reality exists apart from the mindthat
constructed it in the first place. “...in so far as we know them, both the world and the others are

models that we ourselves construct” (von Glaserfeld, 1995:137).

On the other hand, social constructionists maintain a moderate constructionist position by
recognizing the existence of objective reality even though we don’t have any direct access to fit.
In other words, we cannot know exactly what is out there; rather what we know is our mental
construction of it. Consequently, social constructionists believe that reality “lies beyond the
reach of our most ambitious theories, whether personal or scientific, forever denying us as
human beings the security of justifying our beliefs, faiths, and ideologies by simple recourse to
‘objective circumstances’ outside ourselves” (Neimeyer, 1995:3). Therefore, none of the ways of
understanding reality that people develop can provide objective view of the world other than

being a perspective.

Intertwined with this ontological position is the question of epistemology. Social constructionism
focuses on the process by which meanings are created, negotiated, sustained and modified. Its
emphasis is on investigating the processes of how people make sense of actions and events and
create meaning in their life. Put another way, “social constructionist inquiry is principally
concerned with explicating the processes by which people come to describe, explain, or

otherwise account for the world (including themselves) in which they live” (Gergen 1985:266).
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Constructionists advocate the basic epistemological assumption that reality is not revealed to us
but reached through a process of construction. As a result, the realist essentialist ideals, to
represent the world as it is, are rejected. In a realist essentialist position, the world is believed to
exist regardless of the human perception of it, and it is assumed that reality can be approached
and investigated as it is — that it is possible to produce true knowledge about humans and reality
through scientific rigor and procedures. This position exemplifies an understanding of
knowledge as objectively representing the reality with which it is concerned. Social
constructionists challenge the idea of objectivism and realism and question prevalent
assumptions about what the world appears to be and what we take for granted (Burr, 2003:3).

Within a constructionist position, the world cannot be captured as it is, independent of human
subjectivity and interpretation. In this view knowledge is constructed rather than discovered by
the mind and so reality is assumed to be a construction. “The terms in which the world is
understood are social artifacts, products of historically situated interchanges among people. From
the constructionists perspective the process of understanding is not automatically driven by the
forces of nature, but is the result of an active, cooperative of persons in relationship” (Gergen,
1985:267). Reality does not exist already being meaningful; rather it is given meaning as we
relate and engage in the conversations with each other. This understanding implies that any
knowledge is subjective and dependent on social interaction and contexts. In this constructionist
view, we do not necessarily view things as they are but in fact contribute to their being as they
are. Gergen (1985:268) further explains that:

The degree to which a given form of understanding prevails or is sustained across
time is not fundamentally dependent on the empirical validity of the perspective in
question, but on the vicissitudes of social processes (e.g., communication,

negotiation, conflict, rhetoric). ... the rules for ‘what counts as what’ are inherently
ambiguous, continuously evolving and free to vary with the predilection of those who
use them.

The notion that meaning is the product of a relational process further leads to the assumption that
there is no direct link between knowledge and the perception of reality as reality needs to be
interpreted to make sense. This construction of reality also happens to be discursive. Burr 2003),
stresses that language is not a mere vehicle of transmitting thought, but rather, makes thought

possible by constructing concepts. Therefore, the two main tenets of constructionism are that
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knowledge is communal and socially constructed and that the instruments with which it is

constructed are discursive.

In this study I positioned my research on moderate constructionist ontological assumptions and
epistemological point of departure, advocating that objective reality exists independent of our
understanding of it and knowledge is generally understood to be socially constructed. By doing
so, | turn back from radical constructionism so as not to dissolve reality into a mere human
construct and investigate the human meaning creating process in an attempt to understand
objective reality. Therefore, the following discussion is strictly concerned with moderate social

constructionism.

Scholars such as Jonathan Potter, John Shotter, Rom Harré and Kenneth Gergen take priority in
their contribution to the development and popularization of social constructionism. Among these,
Kenneth Gergen is the best known for pioneering the social constructionist movement in the field
of social psychology. Gergen began his scholarly quest in social constructionism as a result of
his dissatisfaction in the research methods of social psychology. His critique of social
psychology begins with the observation that traditional social psychological theory is largely
irrelevant to our understanding of everyday life. Our understanding of social behavior is never

neutral or value-free, but always stands in relation to the values and goals of a particular society:

As scientists of human interaction, we are engaged in a peculiar duality. On the
one hand, we value dispassionate comportment in scientific matters. We are well
aware of the biasing effects of strong value commitments. On the other hand, as
socialized human beings, we harbor numerous values about social relations. It is
the rare social psychologist whose values do not influence the subject of his
research, his methods of observation, or the terms of description. In generating
knowledge about social interaction, we also communicate our personal values.
(Gergen, 1973:311).

Therefore, Gergen urges social psychologists to abandon the traditional idea of theoretical
accuracy and to embrace a type of practice which focuses on the creation of innovative accounts
of human behavior. He further set out the main tenets of constructionism: questioning the
generally accepted truths, taking into account the historical and cultural specificity of knowledge,
assuming that knowledge and social action are inseparables, and assuming that social processes
underlie knowledge construction (1985). Based on this idea he develops his new paradigm of

approaching human behavior as social constructionism.
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Bruner’s insights on the narratively constructed self are also considered in developing this
conceptual framework. Jerome Bruner is initially a cognitive psychologist whose later works
focused on the construction of self and in particular the role of narrative in forming one’s
identity. Similar to Gergen, Bruner seeks a new (constructionist) approach in order to explore the
self because he was also dissatisfied with the methods of inquiry in traditional psychology.

Bruner’s ideas of the narrative self are discussed under this section for the reason that most of his
conceptions of self are similar to that of the social constructionists. In fact Bruner himself admits
that the approach that he takes to narrative is “a constructivist one—a view that takes as its
central premise that ‘world making’ is the principal function of mind, whether in the sciences or
in the arts” (Bruner, 2004:691). Some even go to the extent of saying that his position is more of
a radical one “representing a full-bodied constructivism where everything ‘real’ is, in a sense, an
artifact of our modes of interpretation and categorization” (David, 2001:187). However, he never
officially denied the existence of physical reality and even questions the views of radical

constructivists:

But the moment one applies a constructivist view of narrative to the self-
narrative, to the autobiography, one is faced with dilemmas. Take, for example,
the constructivist view that "stories™ do not "happen” in the real world but,
rather, are constructed in people's heads. ... Does that mean that our
autobiographies are constructed, that they had better be viewed not as a record of
what happened (which is in any case a nonexistent record) but rather as a
continuing interpretation and reinterpretation of our experience? Just as the
philosopher Nelson Goodman argues that physics or painting or history are
"ways of world making™ (Goodman, 1978), so autobiography (formal or informal)
should be viewed as a set of procedures for "life making.” (Bruner, 2004:691-
692).

The two theorists converge in their conception of the self as a socially situated narrative

construct and my discussion of constructionism is mainly guided by their insights.

According to Gergen (1985), social constructionism is an attempt to “articulate common forms
of understanding as they now exist, as they have existed in prior historical periods and as they
might exist, should creative attention be so directed” (Gergen, 1985:266). Hence, social
constructionism usually views reality as dependent on how groups of people collectively
elaborate their ideas. “Social constructionist inquiry is principally concerned with explicating the

processes by which people come to describe, explain, or otherwise account for the world
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(including themselves) in which they live” (Gergen, 1985:266). As a result, there are an infinite
variety of socially constructed realities and “the degree to which a given form of understanding
prevails or is sustained across time is not fundamentally dependent on the empirical validity of
the perspective in question, but on the vicissitudes of social processes” (Gergen, 1985:268). To
claim to know something is also to take a stance within a society.

Social constructionism encourages a move away from the traditional psychological focus on the
individual as locus of knowledge, to social relations which make knowledge and understanding
possible. “... the self concept is removed from the head and placed within the sphere of social
discourse” (Gergen 1985:271). Therefore, all forms of knowledge, including our understanding
of ourselves, are results of social processes. In all this social interaction the role of language is
critical. Language is seen as a carrier of subjective meaning constructed in interaction with
others. It is the core of any construction of identity, as it connects the individual with other
people.

In traditional psychology language is regarded as a passive vehicle for expressing thoughts and
emotions. In contrast, from the social constructionist perspective language is conceived as a
constructive resource and a form of social action, through which the world is constructed and
made to make sense (Burr, 2003:8). Here, the constructive nature of meaning making and the
centrality of language in this process is stressed. Using language, we construct and produce
reality rather than describe it. Consequently, when a person tells his/her story, it is an act of

interpreting the past through stories rather than reproducing it as it was.

Language is, therefore, not conceived as a mere tool for representing reality but rather as
constructing reality and constituting the individual. Berger and Luckmann (1991), argue that
conversation is the most important means of constructing subjective reality. How people talk
about themselves and their world determines the nature of their experiences. When we tell stories
about our lives we are as the same time constructing our narrative identities, which constitutes
us. We construct our narrative identities in the light of the narratives available to as in our
culture. Therefore, everyday social interaction also becomes the arena for the construction of
identity. From this perspective social constructionist paradigm is also connected to postmodern

thought, which regards individuals as a locus of opposing social forces that continue to exert an
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influence on their sense of identity. The self then, becomes a matter of how people talk about
themselves and are talked about by others.

In this regard Bruner (2004), argues that the self is the person we become as a result of “the
autobiographical narratives by which we tell about our lives” (Bruner, 2004:694). For Bruner
narrative is “one of the crowning achievements of human development” (Bruner, 1990:67). In
his view we are always telling stories about who we are to ourselves and others. Narrative is the
way that we create our Self. “A life as led is inseparable from a life as told. . . a life is not how it
was, but how it is interpreted and reinterpreted, told and retold” (Bruner, 2004:699).
Furthermore, Gergen (1994), elaborates on the relationship between self narratives and identity

construction as follows:

Our present identity is not a sudden and mysterious event but a sensible result of
a life story. ... Such creations of narrative order may be essential in giving life a
sense of meaning and direction. ... The term ‘self-narrative’ will refer to an
individual’s account of the relationship among self-relevant events across time. In
developing a self-narrative we establish coherent connections among life events.
(Gergen, 1994:187).

According to social constructionists, the self is not an entity, closed off from the world, rather, it
is extended toward the society. “Selves are not isolated nuclei of consciousness locked in the
head but are ‘distributed’ interpersonally. Nor do selves arise rootlessly in response only to the
present; they take meaning as well from the historical circumstances that gave shape to the
culture of which they are an expression” (Bruner, 1990:138). People acquire and develop
discursive elements for their narrative repertoires directly, through interactions with others.
Hence, the self is constructed in a process by which people communicate with one another and

inform one another’s self.

Self narrative, defined as, “an individual’s account of the relationship among self-relevant events
across time” (Gergen, 1994:187), even if personal, is always extensively coauthored by relevant
others, so the development of this self defining narrative takes place in a social context. “The
perception of oneself by others plays a significant role in one’s own self-determination, and as
such the (re)shaping of one’s personality” (Burr, 2002:95). Moreover, as Bruner emphasizes,

“...Narrative acts of self-making are usually guided by unspoken, implicit cultural models of
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what selfhood should be - and, of course, shouldn’t be” (Bruner, 2002:65). Moreover, as
narrative identity is developed in interaction with social and cultural contexts, our views of
ourselves also change according to our social environment. Hence, “identity work” as a social

process can show how a person’s identity is being claimed or granted in social interaction.

Therefore, self-narratives, not only communicating the distinctive story of the individual, but are
also a resource for examining present cultural and societal conditions, which makes them useful
to explore social conventions. In this perspective the narrator is actively constructing and being
constructed by prevalent contemporary discourses about identity and society (Riessman, 2002).
From childhood on, we become expressions of the relations and culture that nurture us, and we
make and remake ourselves in the culturally provided frame of imagined possible future selves
(Bruner, 2002:87).

The social constructionist approach implies that identities are developed in an ongoing
construction process. Self-narratives are located in historical time, and they are situated in social
relations in concrete situations and experiences (Bruner; 1986, 1990; Polkinghorne, 1988).
“Rather than see our life as simply ‘one damned thing after another’, we formulate a story in
which life events are systematically related, rendered intelligible by their place in a sequence or
unfolding process” (Gergen, 1994:187). This account stresses the notion that “identity work” is
an activity people engage in to achieve a sense of coherence in their identities. Individuals link
various fragments of their life stories into coherent narratives of self/identity. Understanding the
world and creating its interpretation is a constant activity of the mind."The mind," as Bruner puts
it, is an "instrument for producing worlds.” (1986:104). Our worlds are the products of our

minds, and of course, the world made by mind processes is the world of our stories.

In order to explicate this process, Bruner (1986, 1990) introduces the idea of the “Landscape of
Mind”, which is stretched between two dimensions: a landscape of action and a landscape of
consciousness. The former outlines the actions and the actors, the latter outlines their mental
states (goals, beliefs, emotions).The two are related in a dynamic and interdependent relation,
and together they make up the individual landscape of mind. This double landscape of mind is a

prerequisite for narrative thinking or story making:

stories are like doppelgangers, operating in two realms, one a landscape of action
in the world, the other a landscape of consciousness were the protagonists’
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thoughts and feelings and secrets play themselves out... it is part of the magic of
well wrought stories that they keep these two landscapes intertwined, making the
knower and the known inseparable. (Bruner, 2002:94)

The landscape of action is composed of events and experiences linked in a sequence through
time and forming a plot. The plot (or the storyline) shows how the part contributes to the whole,
or the construction of the overall self narrative. In this sense, the organizing storyline theme
identifies the significance and role of single events in the construction of identity (Polkinghorne,
1988:18).The landscape of consciousness is composed by the interpretive conclusions the
individual makes in order to make sense of experiences, actions and events. Identity conclusions

take the form of stories in which individuals create meaning about who they think they are.

People give meaning to their experiences of the events of life through intelligible mental
processing and the resulting conclusion in the form of stories provides the principle for acts of
meaning making in everyday life. These stories are about what one has learned in life, what he
aspires to be, which are also shaped by contemporary society and culture (Bruner; 1986a).
Therefore, the mental landscape (landscape of consciousness), lies alongside the physical
landscape of actions and events; as such to give meaning to actions and events, we must uncover
the mental level, the narrative self. A fictional self is thus composed of attitudes, emotions and

values, which he/she projects in the form of intentions, motivations and internal conflicts.

Experiences and events are always interpreted and made sense through selection, imagination, in
which cultural voices and social interactions play a significant role. The result of this selection
process is dominant story. Self-narratives can be dominated by one dominant story, which
usually is loaded with problems. The term “dominant story” implies that individual identity can
be dominated by particular stories about who we are. However, dominant stories do not
sufficiently represent the entire lived experience. And no matter how dominant one story may
be, “... there are always feelings and lived experience not fully encompassed by the dominant
story” (Bruner, 1986:143).Gaps are inevitable, and no story will tell every aspect of an
individual’s life. Thus, the very choosing of what to narrate and what to leave out is a major

building block of a narrator’s projected identity.

Based on a social constructionist approach, identity is not static; rather it is an evolving process

throughout an individual’s life course and through social interaction with others. Hence, people’s
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selves and the stories they tell about themselves vary in relation to the social context and
conversations with other individuals in that context. This external influence, redefine the
narrative by bringing shifts in its organization and forcing the person to make readjustments in
his/her personality. Because of this, rather than emphasizing enduring qualities of the self, social
constructionists speak of “identity” implying multiplicity of selves. (Gergen 1991).
Consequently, they deconstruct the very idea of a fixed core self and argue that each of us has

multiple, selves.

Bruner (1990) suggests that “narrative identity construction is virtually a process of change” as
every narration is a new version of a story told and potentially creates new insights into the
overall life story of the narrator. People have not one but many coexisting self narratives that can
be alternatively presented according to the social circumstances that the individual is in. They
engage in a dynamic process of crafting stories about new events and reinterpreting them. This is
why self-narratives are dynamic entities that evolve according to new circumstances people

encounter in their lives.

Narratives may also need to be revised because the current explanation of the self is
unsatisfactory, or because the goals which have structured the life story are no longer achievable.
People draw from personal narrative repertoires to accomplish their identity goals in the social
interactions. Over time, adding, subtracting, and revising stories alters the repertoire. So it is well
established that people actively engage in “identity work™ to claim, revise, and alter their various
identities. This makes narrative identity construction a continuous process of becoming where
people are not considered to have any sort of stable and essential personality. So, what
constitutes the self one day may change the next, based on shifts in social surroundings. The self
is thus engaged in a continuous creation and recreation of self defining stories. In this regard

Polkinghome claims that:

We achieve our personal identities and self-concept through the use of the
narrative configuration, and make our existence into a whole by understanding it
as an expression of a single unfolding and developing story. We are in the middle
of our stories and cannot be sure how they will end; we are constantly having to
revise the plot as new events are added to our lives. Self, then, is not a static thing
or a substance, but a configuring of personal events into an historical unity which
includes not only what one has been but also anticipations of what one will be.
(1988:150).
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The narrative construct of experience keeps changing, so that what once seemed significant may
become obscure or irrelevant and as the old ones are fading the new accounts begin to take
control of the lives we lead. Through personal narrative construction we expand our self-concept
(identity) which is constantly being reinterpreted in the narrative process and our narrative
identity constantly evolving creating a new sense of our self. “We constantly construct and
reconstruct ourselves to meet the needs of the situations we encounter, and we do so with the

guidance of our memories of the past and our hopes and fears for the future” (Bruner, 2002:64).

Self-narratives help people revise and reconstruct identities. And it is by such continuous shifts
and reformations that identity construction unfolds. “Those who do not have power over the
stories that dominate their lives, power to retell them, rethink them, deconstruct them, joke about
them, and change them as times change, truly are powerless because they cannot think new
thoughts” (Rushdie, 1992:432). Our self-narratives, then, become a matter of forming and
performing the “I” that we are always telling ourselves and others that we are, have been, and
will be. The self becomes the person or persons our stories demand (Gergen, 1994).

Moreover, identity changes are linked to turning points or significant events in one’s self
narrative. Bruner defines a turning point as “... those episodes in which, as if to underline the
power of the agent’s intentional states, the narrator attributes a crucial change or stance in the
protagonist’s story to a belief, a conviction, a thought” (Bruner, 2001:31). Turning points acquire
the form of climax, end, and subsequently possibility of new beginning in the biographical
narratives of the individual. Different life transitions and disrupting life events can cause tensions
in one’s personal narratives. The affected person feels that his/her experiences do not make any
sense, the future and goals related to life become fuzzy and the person finds his/her social roles
unsuitable. In this situation a narrative reorientation is needed because the person’s old narrative

does not fit his/her new life circumstances.

In situations of turning points the need arises to describe the self with new defining narratives, as
we have altered our self and need to reconstruct our narratives. As a result, self-narratives
become dynamic entities that evolve as people encounter new circumstances and construct
provisional identities. Turning points reframe personal hardship or doubt as a meaningful part of

a personal journey. In this sense, the self is “... an amalgam of loosely coupled identities, and
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that the popular notion of the self-concept as a unified, consistent, or perceptually “whole”

psychological structure is possibly ill-conceived” (Gergen, 1968:306).

A narrative never represents a single voice. We are always as many selves and potential selves as
are embedded in our conversations and our relationships. These selves, who we are or who we
believe ourselves to be, "are not personal impulses made social, but social processes realized on
the site of the personal.” (Gergen, 1994:210). We live in a society where concepts of self,
community and "what is right and wrong" are constantly changing. This makes it particularly
challenging for people to construct a sense of self and to identify their most cherished values. In
relation to fictional characters Egri (1960) pointed out that “Every human being is in a state of
constant fluctuation and change. Nothing is static in nature, least of all men. ... A character is the
sum total of her physical make-up and the influences her environment exerts upon [her] at that
particular moment” (Egri, 1960:49).

Understandings of self are also framed by ideas about its stability versus its malleability: that is,
to what extent the self is context-specific and dynamically constructed in the moment of
interaction. In a postmodern world, people meet in an increasingly complex array of
circumstances, which results in making selves “manifestations of relationship” (Gergen,
1991:146). In this process people acquire and develop discursive elements for their narrative
repertoires directly, through interactions with others and indirectly, through their participation in
a range of cultural activities. Meanwhile, the self accumulates the knowledge that enables it to
act in a variety of situations by simply participating in a society. Gergen describes this increasing
relational knowledge as a “population of the self” (Gergen, 1991:68). As the self becomes
increasingly engaged in social relations, the roles played or the identities manifested in different
social contexts also increase in variety. As a result, selves continuously participate in varieties of
relationships making it impossible to posses any dependable identity since in everyday life they

confront with new and various demands of relationships.

As relationships multiply the image of enduring self is lost causing a condition which Gergen
described as ‘multiphrenia’, “generally referring to the splitting of the individual in to a

multiplicity of self-investments” (Gergen, 1991:73). Gergen further writes:

Social saturation furnished us with a multiplicity of incoherent and unrelated
languages of the self. For everything we know “to be true” about ourselves, other
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voices within respond with doubt and even derision. This fragmentation of the
self-conception corresponds to a multiplicity of incoherent and disconnected
relationships. These relationships pull us in myriad directions, inviting us to play
such a variety of roles that the very concept of an “authentic self” with knowable
characteristics recedes from view (Gergen, 1991:6-7).

Following this, the self occupies many positions, and has many voices or tells many and varying
self narratives allowing a multiphrenic condition to emerge “in which one swims in ever-shifting,
concatenating and contentious currents of being” (Gergen, 1991:80). In this constructionist
perspective, identity is something to be performed hence; coherence is under maximal pressure
since identities are temporary and fragmented, i.e. developed in an ongoing construction process.
The self is, thus, no longer an essence. Finally, the self becomes what Gergen metaphorically
described as

. a social chameleon constantly borrowing bits and pieces of identity from
whatever sources are available and constructing them as useful or desirable in a
given situation. If omne’s identity is properly managed, the rewards can be
substantial-the devotion of one’s intimates, happy children, professional success,
the achievement of community goals, personal popularity, and so on. (Gergen,
1991:150).

This makes the coherence of the stories we tell about ourselves, the only way that the
postmodern self can maintaining coherence and continuity. The functions of a character relate to
the progression of the story, which has both causal and temporal features. When these elements
are scarce it points directly at the identity crises of the individual, through the breakdown of
his/her narrated self. Coherence is important in self-narratives in a sense that for a story to be
meaningful, it must be coherent; a criterion for the story's meaningfulness is that the different
parts of the story fit together in some consistent way. Moreover, this will be used as a criterion to
some extent to evaluate whether the individual life story is meaningful when compared to what is
culturally considered a positively valued identity. Narratives, then, make sense of our lack of
coherence with both our identities and the chaos of life. In this respect a concept of identity as
narrative is especially critical for our understanding of identity dynamics, to instate a sense of
continuity between who we have been and who we are becoming, as well as to obtain validation
from relevant others. This is also why Giddens claims that a person's identity can be found "in
the capacity to keep a particular narrative going” (1991:54). In this view “identity work” is

understood as an attempt to maintain narrative coherence.
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To sum up the notion that identity is the life story is shared by both the theorists whose
constructionist ideas are discussed above. Gergen’s main concern in his constructionist theory is
the loss of an identifiable coherence of self, which is experienced as multiphrenia, which
emerges out of the self‘s inability to cope with the social saturation. The self is, then burdened by
the multiplication of relationships and the demands placed upon it. In this sense the self is
multiple, mutable, and socially constructed. As the above discussion shows, Bruner also
maintains this idea of changing identities as a result of important turning points though they are
get coherence through narratives.

The main criticisms against social constructionism are focused on its perceived conceptualization
of realism and relativism as it is accused of being anti-realist, relativist in denying that
knowledge is a direct perception of reality. The critics’ claim is that social constructionism poses
the risk of relativism by dissolving knowledge in to a grey zone where everything is equally
important or valuable. “The problem then becomes that of suggesting how there can be ‘fixity’ to
be able to say anything coherent at all. If any such point is suggested it can be deconstructed
immediately, leaving us on a constant and eventually meaningless slide of meaning...” (Craib,
1997:10). They suggest that without a single, stable reality on which to rely, people tend to feel
lost and ungrounded. This gives rise to the further criticism that research using social
constructionist framework lacks any ability to change things because there is nothing against

which to judge the findings of research. (Bury, 1986).

Social constructionists have argued the reverse position, that this relativism is one of the
strongest assets of the postmodern perspective, generating a less dogmatic society that is more
open and flexible to various ideas. Gergen has been defending the relativism of social
constructionism, contending that, because social constructionism offers no basic rules of validity
and is in this sense relativistic, social constructionist research must be evaluated legitimized and

judged in social settings. (Gergen, 1985:273).

Another critique of social constructionism is that the view of socially constructed multiple selves
results in a fragmented self. Craib (1997:5), claims that in these view the individual is lost or
loses individual rights and is no longer personally responsible. The response of Hermans et al.
(1992) to this concern is that “the multiplicity of the self does not result in fragmentation,

because it is the same | that is moving back and for between several positions. Thanks to this

50



identity, ... variance and invariance, or continuity and discontinuity, coexist in the functioning
self” (1992:60). Therefore, in this constructionist view the question of continuity of the self is

answered by maintaining coherence and continuity in the stories we tell about ourselves.

Clearly, social constructionism confronts strong resistance from critics of this theory. However,
for researchers in social sciences and humanities it paves the way for a shift in research traditions
by shifting the process of explaining the self from the interior region of the mind to human
interaction and meaning-making process. In the end all that social constructionism concern is
with how knowledge is constructed and understood, hence criticisms are results of

misunderstanding and misinterpreting this central idea.
3.2. Plot Structure: Narrative Beginnings and Endings

Narrative beginnings and endings are critical points for the examination of plot. Beginnings and
ends are issues that belong to the category of literary structure. Structure is the framework of a
novel. It is the way; the plot is arranged in both a logical and a dramatic manner to create
maximum suspense. So, here I’'m using the phrase ‘plot structure’ to refer to the way in which
the narrative is patterned. Based on theory of narratology, | view narrative as a complex object
with three main dimensions; the fabula or the chain of events narrated, the syuzhet or the textual

narration of these events and the association between the narrated events and the narrating text.

Richardson (2019) contends that in all cases the plot of a novel consists of a beginning, middle,
and an end. The beginning and the end can be said to be important or significant points within a
narrative sequence. Richardson (2019) further elaborates that the way one could introduce the
fictional world, at the beginning, indicates what it is we are to expect later in the story; while the

way that fictional universe is closed underlines the tone in which the text is thought over.

In his founding text, Poetics, Aristotle offers definitions of beginning, middle and end of tragedy.
According to him, “A beginning is that which does not necessarily come after something else,
although something else exists or comes after it” (Prince, 1997:28). Similarly, Gerald Prince also
defines beginning of story as “the incident initiating the process of change in a plot or action.
This incident does not necessarily follow but is necessarily followed by other incidents”
(2003:10). However, postmodernist fictions, such as the subject novels of this study, do not obey

this traditional convention and feel free to set aside these conventions. Thus, narrative beginning
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no longer legitimizes itself as an origin by evoking a starting point. In a more functional
dimension, Edward Said defines beginnings as “the first step in the intentional production of
meaning” (Said, 1975:5)

In their basic form, narratives follow the sequence of events as they happened in life. However,
this linear temporal order can be disrupted in literary works. Deviations from a linear temporal
order may occur, predominantly, to bring about aesthetic mode of narrating; the orderly fabula is
disordered in the syuzhet for the sake of aesthetic "making strange”. “To qualify for art,
chronology needs to undergo such deformation in the telling as to be only gradually reformed or
reconstructed in the reading, trial- and-error fashion, with appropriate delays and twists and
surprises en route, if not pockets of darkness and ambiguity to the end” (Sternberg, 1990:904).

Abrupt beginnings naturally raise the notion of “in medias res” (into the middle of things), which
is a Latin phrase denoting the literary and artistic narrative technique where the narrative starts in
the middle of the story instead of from its beginning. The story is then introduced through a
series of flashbacks or through characters relating past events. Such abrupt textual beginnings
open the story world without supplying preliminary information necessary for its understanding.
Such trend of beginning in medias res is also the case with three of the subject narratives of this

study.

Locating the point of beginning is often somewhat complex or problematic. Beginnings are
unstable in a sense that they exist only in condition that some events happen at present or
beforehand, which lay a foundation for the development of the story. Again the events happening
beforehand should still have events ahead. In this sense “... beginnings are part of an infinitely
larger process, and something must precede even what seems to be an ideal beginning”
(Buchleander, 2008:24), or in Miller’s words “there is no beginning in narrative literature”
(1998: 103). Therefore, it is hard to tell if a narrative actually begins with its very first words; or
commences with the beginning of the fabula (which is the logical-chronological succession of

the textual events, according to the Russian formalists).

The Russians’ crucial distinction between fibula, which is defined as “the order of events
referred to by the narrative,” and sjuzet, “the order of events presented in the narrative discourse”

(Brooks, 1984:12), may go back to Aristotle and is indispensable to a theory of narration. The
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fabula embodies the action as chronological, cause and effect chain of events occurring within a
given time and a special field. The sjuzet (usually translated as “plot™) is the actual arrangement
and presentation of the fabula in the text. It arranges components of the story according to
specific principles. The sjuzet also provides context with respect to the events being related,
selects what fabula events to be presented and combines them in particular ways. The selection
and arrangement of events used to construct the narrative shape, gives insight into the

constructive activities of the narrator.

One possibility of identifying beginnings is to take the first incident that is causally connected to
those that follow; such a choice would correspond well to a number of different accounts,
including Aristotle’s definition as well as the statement made by Prince (2003) regarding
beginnings. The exposition is also particularly intriguing in the context of narrative beginnings
since by definition it always constitutes the beginning of the chronologically ordered sequence of
motifs as reconstructed by the reader. But it is not necessarily located at the beginning of the

textual sequence.

Buchleander (2003), on the other hand, argues that in order to decide where a story begins we

have to establish a description of beginnings and operate from that platform:

. a beginning is an event under a certain description that needs to be
established. ... In other words, a beginning requires a supporting narrative,
which can describe the beginning as event. ... When undertaking a beginning, we
must therefore begin, not at “the beginning,” but by the description under which
we wish to place the event. (2008:19).

After a thorough discussion of beginnings, another literary theorist, Richardson (2008) concludes
that:

...there is no ready formula for ascertaining the actual beginning of a story;
instead, we must select a principle that will lead us in the direction we want to go.
We need to critically sift through the various possibilities, whether dramatized,
narrated by a character, or otherwise alluded to, until we arrive at the first
significant event of the story. Our most accurate concept will thus be a avowedly
shifting one, and one that thereby points to the elusive and often arbitrary nature
of beginnings. (2008:117).

However, Richardson in his recent book A Poetics of Plot for the Twenty-First Century suggests

that to determine the beginning of a narrative, it is best to “identify three distinct kinds of
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beginnings: one in the narrative text (syuzhet), one in the story as reconstructed from the text
(fabula), and one in the prefatory and framing material provided by the author that circumscribes
the narrative proper (authorial antetext).” (2019: 43). However he gives priority to the sjuzet by
stating that “It is perhaps the very fixity of the syuzhet that is the ground for play with
beginnings in the other two areas.” (2019: 43-44). The beginning of the fabula is the earliest
event in the story; while the beginning of the sjuzet coincides with the beginning of the first
chapter. Richardson further explains the complication of identifying these beginning points,

especially with the fabula.

In nearly all cases there is no ambiguity concerning the beginning of the sjuzhet:
in written narratives it is the first page of the narrative proper. ... The important
question of exactly where the story or fabula begins is, by contrast, a difficult one
to determine with precision. Is it the chronologically first dramatized scene,
narrated incident, mentioned act, or inferable event? (Richardson, 2019:43-44).

On the other hand, Sternberg (1978, 1990) gives signal importance to the first scene represented
in a narrative’s “fictive present” when dealing with narrative beginnings. According to Stenberg,
every work establishes a certain scenic norm of its own, in which the duration of the (textual)
representational time approximates that of the (mimetic) represented time, and all temporally

prior material belongs to the exposition, regardless of where it appears in the text.

Narrative end on the other hand refers to the text’s termination point, which is an inevitable
phenomenon in the sense that every text has to end somewhere. Aristotle (1997) defines end as
“that which naturally follows something else either as a necessary or as a usual consequence, and
is not itself followed by anything” (1997:28). Since the end follows everything else in the text,
understanding it depend to a large extent on what has preceded it. Therefore, the end is not the
textual termination point itself but rather a certain effect of ending or feeling of finality,
produced by the text as all the questions posed by the narrative are answered. In line with this
explanation, Abbott (2002), expresses ending as the narrative effect which “has to do with a
broad range of expectations and uncertainties that arise during the course of a narrative and that

part of us, at least, hopes to resolve, or close” (2002: 53).

The end is also a very important narrative point where the entire story is wrapped up to make a
certain point. The act of narrative closure, then, can be seen as the narrative sealing itself into a

complete and understandable whole, because with closure comes fullness and completion. As
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Marianna Torgovnick observes, “An ending is the single place where an author most pressingly
desires to make his points—whether those points are aesthetic, moral, social, political,
epistemological, or even the determination not to make any point at all” (1981: 19). Narrative
endings, then, are what shed light on the text as a whole, allowing it to mean something and

resonate.

Similar questions emerge as with beginnings when determining endings of narratives. Does the
end consist of the very last words of the text? Or is it rather the end of the fabula? In traditional
fiction the plot is mostly organized in such a way that it leads to a proper ending so the narrative
movement always ends with a closure, where mystery is explained and fortunes are settled.
Davidson (1984), argues that “the ending cannot be evaluated by itself but must be weighed in
relationship to the whole work, which necessarily means evaluating the whole work™ (1984:57).
However, because of the length of novels it is extremely difficult to recall all of a work after a

completed reading.

On the other hand, some texts may fail to create closure or intentionally refrain from creating it;
and in this case, we will have open-ended narratives. In open endings, the dialogue and action
continue to the end, actions are left suspended and conflicts are left unresolved. The notion of
endings is made more complicated by the multiplication of narrative endings in postmodern
fictions, which are characterized by never ending patterns reflecting the main feature of

postmodern world daily life.

Richardson (2019), identifies five different kinds of narrative endings (fixed, loose, covert,
absent and unnatural). By an ending that is fixed Richardson is referring “to event sequences that
seem to resolve major instabilities in the story”, while putting loose endings, which may “seem
minimally connected, adventitious, or arbitrary” at the opposite end of the spectrum from fixed
endings (2019:150-154). In covert endings the writer will avoid the expressive qualities of strong
ending while securing, in various ways, the reader’s sense of the story’s closure. According to
Richardson, “A full, fixed resolution may also be opposed for reasons of verisimilitude” (2019:
154).

Absent endings are related to “narratives that will not or cannot conclude, as the works build

toward resolutions that are deliberately withheld or that cannot be written”. This kind of refusal

55



of resolution leaves the story in medias res, where events will not attain any sense of closure.
Finally, unnatural endings refer to those narratives that either refuse closure or provide a
powerful sense of an ending. Despite the five distinct kinds of endings enumerated above,
Richardson suggests that “The ending of the story is best viewed not as part of a binary
opposition of open or closed, fixed or unfixed, but rather as part of a spectrum ranging from the
fairly fixed through the hidden to the lax to the unwritten” (2019:168).

The way a narrators introduce their stories, indicates, what is to be expected in the unfolding and
its ending sheds light on how the entire text is supposed to be understood:

A number of scholars ... have shown how the beginning is always characterized
by a certain tension, a lack, a negative quality, or at least by a stasis which has to
be broken, and how the ending is always the place where the equilibrium is re-
established, the lack removed, the negative abolished (Adamo, 2000:50).

This makes beginning and ending two significant moments of narratives that serve important
functions. In Meir Sternberg’s major study of exposition, the function of beginning is described
as “introducing the reader into an unfamiliar world, the fictive world of the story, by providing
him with the general and specific antecedents indispensable to the understanding of what
happens in it.” (1978:37). It helps to carry us over from the world we inhabit to the world the
author has imagined. Beginning often sets the scene in some way, it is a strong indicator of the

whole story’s mood and tone.

If the beginning is an entry point in to the world of a story, it goes without saying that one of its
most important potential functions is to draw readers’ attention. “The inherent significance of the
beginning, then, is the influence it must have for the narrative that follows it” (Laccetti,
2008:181). Beginning, then, is particularly effective in setting off the reader’s mind in a certain

direction and influencing his/her entire reception of the work.

Endings are critical points for the examination of plot. As the text’s termination point the ending
obviously plays a crucial role with regard to determining the nature of the story’s closure.
Torgovnick (1981), emphasizes on the importance of endings as a doorway to understand stories
in better clarity. “Endings, closures reveal the essences of novels with particular clarity; to study

closure is to re-create and re-experience fiction with an unusual vividness” (1981: 6-7).
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Therefore, endings serve the important function of scaffolding our retrospective interpretation of

the narrative.

Regarding where beginnings and endings of the subject narratives should be marked, | take as
the beginning of each subject narrative the beginning of the syuzhet as well as the fabula. My
reason for choosing the first one is that the subject narratives exhibit, interesting textual
beginnings or beginning of sjuzet, which also, according to Richardson (2019), should receive
due attention when determining the beginning of a narrative. What makes these beginnings
interesting is that in most cases they happen to be the points where the character-narrators of the
subject narratives begin to draw attention towards their identities and even sometimes question
them. This also goes in line with Richardson’s statement on beginnings as marking “a distinct

break from that which precedes them” (Richardson, 2019:41).

Moreover, | considered the chronological beginning to be another possible beginning point
because since the subject narratives are self narratives their chronological beginnings are most
likely to be stories of origin, family or birth stories. Family plays a significant role in our lives as
well as determines our identity and providing a story surrounding one’s family and birth is a
device for foreshadowing a personality to come. Hence, stories of origin (familial, national,

class) are indispensable in this discussion of socially constructed narrative identity.

| have also chosen as the end, the last event of the textual representation of the narrative that puts
an open or closed end to the plot. Moreover, | draw on concepts of the five types of endings
discussed above whenever | found them useful for the analysis. Besides them being critical
points for the examination of plot, analyzing beginnings and endings helps to understand how the
narrators begin and end their stories and their reasons of starting and ending them that way. My
delineation of beginnings and endings seeks to better facilitate an exploration of the relationships
among story beginnings, endings, chronology and causality so as to foster a discussion of the

many narratological functions they can serve within narrative construction of identity.

By way of concluding this discussion of the study’s theoretical foundations, I would like to stress
the convenience of pairing social constructionist identity theory with literary theory as a
combined tool for revealing the process of self construction through narration. Based on Bruner’s

conceptualization of narrative identity and Richardson’s theory of plot discussed above, I argue
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that only when life narratives are constructed with clear causal connections of important life
events, may life narratives reveal their specific information about the narrator’s identity. In this

regard Bruner’s theory of identity narratives can be viewed in light of theory of plot.

The main exploration of narrative identity construction is strongly related with the concept of
plot since one of the major ways of building narrative coherence is plot structure. Plot enables
the meaning-making process: events are given coherence, put in to a deliberate order and begin
to make sense to us as a part of our life story. Ricoeur claims that in this way, events can be seen
as more than mere incidents, as having an effect on the construction of the story, and the story is
seen as a synthesis of events that the plot organizes in to an intelligible whole (Ricoeur 1984:65).
A person’s life story synthesizes episodic memories creating a coherent account of identity in
time. Through coherent narratives, people convey to themselves and to others who they are now,
how they came to be, and where they think their lives may be going in the future.

Stressing this point, Bruner adds that any “narrative comprises an ensemble of ways of
constructing and representing the sequential, diachronic order of human events” (1991:6).
Narrative coherence, which is one of the major concepts raised by Bruner while discussing
narrative identity, largely depends on the extent to which the narrative demonstrates causality.
Causality in turn, is established when the reasons used to describe the protagonist's trajectory is
perceived as sufficient or understandable. Causal connections relate events and the character’s
development by providing biographical causes and consequences as well as reasons and aims for
the individual’s actions, and decisions. Causal connections lead to constructing life narratives by
creating links between important life events. As the process of narrating personal story unfolds,
plot progresses and the character’s personality evolve. Hence, plot is a significant meeting

ground between narrative identity theory and literary theory.

Moreover, causal connections help bridge changes in the individual’s life and personality,
thereby creating personal continuity in the midst of change. Stories help individuals articulate
provisional selves, link the past and the future into a harmonious, continuous sense of self. A
good self narrative hangs together coherently from one episode to the next so that the turns of
events are plausibly accounted for and the narrator acts consistently and deliberately from

beginning to end. Stories are coherent to the extent that they establish adequate causality for their
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events and continuity of their protagonist. Implicit here is that all human actions are closely tied
with the cohering powers of the plot within which the living unfolds.

A shift in the attitude of a character marks a turning point in a narrative plot which also, in
essence, coincides with Bruner’s conceptions of turning points. This further helps develop the
plot, helping to bring about a revolutionary change in its structure. Bruner (2002) emphasizes
that a story needs a plot; plots need obstacles to goals; and obstacles make people reconsider. As
a result of the circumstance in which characters find themselves throughout the course of the
story their nature is modified and we are finally confronted with a different person from the one
we met at the beginning. Based on this, in this study, | take the narrative plot structure as an
essential formal characteristic of life stories and use them to reveal the process of narrative

identity construction.

Selection of major life events that lay the foundation for narrative construction for each character
is another point where the two theories meet. These events include information, such as high-
and low-points in a life, turning points, consequential experiences and experiences that have

formed one’s personality.

In the process of constructing a narrative identity, the art of storytelling is indispensible. This
requires the ability to see connections, relations between different elements, to structure details
and understand causality. In this process an element of plot is always required to structure the
story with beginning, middle and end, and create a sense of time and causality. By using the
device of plot people link events and attempt to explain those events. Well formed beginnings
and endings contribute to temporal orientation. Peter Brooks argues that for anything to be

narratable, it must "in some sense be plotted, display a design and logic" (1984, 5).

Beginnings and endings anchor life narratives in the past and in the present. Beginnings lead to
endings, and endings determine how we understand beginnings. Alasdair Maclntyre explains the
"concept of selfhood, a concept of a self whose unity resides in the unity of a narrative which
links birth to life to death as a narrative beginning to middle to end" (205, 1981). A temporal
structure of life narratives involves an initial foreshadowing of later events and a concluding

outlook based on a retrospective evaluation of life. Hence, the process of identity construction of
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a fictional character unfolds in various points throughout the narrative, revealing its constituent
parts along the way, reforming and evolving until the conclusion of the story.

The above discussion, more or less, demonstrates how an analysis of self narratives may benefit
from the synthesis of these two disciplines. Therefore, my discussion regarding the construction
of self in Yesinibit Kelemat (2016) and Merek (2015) relies much on these theories in order to
explore how the human mind actually create the self through narratives, presupposing the
concepts formulated by the theorists discussed above. | specifically focus on concepts such as,
making sense of self, multiplicity of self and changing identity. | used the ideas of these theorists
as an overarching conceptual framework. Their thoughts created support for the inquiry in ways

that shape how I view self in relation to narratives.
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CHAPTER FOUR: ANALYSIS
4.1. Introduction

Under this chapter attempt is made to investigate the narrative identity construction of some
selected characters; more specifically to analyze how narrative resources of dominant stories,
narrative actions and conclusions are used by these characters to construct specific identities.
Each narrative starts with some kind of narrative beginning and develops a larger view of the
story out of that beginning. These narratives usually begin with well defined identities
constructed through references to birth, parents, family, home, religion, and subsequently go on
to describe confusion and loss of identity, and the small but significant ways in which identity
could be deconstructed and reconstructed. The common denominator in the foregoing analyses is

then a motion from innocence to self-awareness.

Despite the fact that self-narratives usually begin with birth or earlier, the subject narrators in
both novels usually open their narratives with an orientation, which announces what is to come
and sets the stage for the main events to follow. Based on this each character begins his/her story
with a prefatory remark about the story to be told, why it is told, how it is told and a strong
invocation sometimes even compulsion to get the reader’s attention. It is a text that precedes,
initiates, and influences the reader’s experience of the subsequent narrative. | quote a selected
statement from this prefatory remark at the beginning of each narrative’s analysis. However, in
the analysis, instead of these prefatory remarks, | take the opening paragraphs of the self
narrative proper as the beginning, for it is the part of the text that is directly related to the subject

of the study.

Following this prefatory remarks, instead of starting the story at the beginning of life, that is,
with birth or childhood memories as the setting for one’s life, most of the subject narratives
begin in medias res with the exception of the character Makida who, for some reason chose to
follow, more or less, a linear plot to tell her story. Hence, the plots are not arranged in the old
chronological order, rather they are often broken up and the continuity of the developing plot
ceases in order to describe another story that may or may not be logically relevant to the current

one both in time and spatial order.
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All the characters studied here claim that they are the narrators of their own story by directly
calling up on the reader to be read. Each character in this analysis tries to construct and
reconstruct him or herself, related to the encounters with different life experiences which
challenge the character's previous view of him or herself. And the palimpsest identity that
replaces autonomous identity, and the importance of narration for a concept of self, are here
explored through literary texts. The analytical strategy has two analytical steps focusing on the
content, form and change of the subject narratives. | started the analytical process by analyzing
the individual self narratives so as to come up with short summaries of the stories and to identify
dominant stories. This analysis illuminates the themes or the content level of what characters are
struggling with in their identity work.

In the second and broader step, | analyzed these dominant stories, the focus of analysis being on
important life events that constitute it. I examine how each character temporally sequences
his/her specific story and analyze the processes by which he/she connects major life
events/experiences in order to construct significant meaning structures of identity. Making sense
of self and identity change are central for this analytical step and guide the investigation process
of identity construction. What follows is the application of the analytical framework discussed in
the previous chapter to the empirical data collected from the novels. The first three narratives are
taken from Yesinibit Kelemat (2016) and the last two from Merek (2015). Analysis of each self
narrative begins with a quote from the novels, where the narrator makes a special point about

him/herself.
4.2. Bella- The story of the Double Faced Girl

The character Bella, tries to narrate her life story, which covers her entire life-span, by
consciously selecting and summarizing events in order to present them concisely. Thus,

emphasizing this point, she preceded her self-narrative by the following pretext.

h ace A4 NAUTT (PTR9eNah NUY) A OTIC <18 1@-: ... PRACN AdH ULMEY
And ACN AG% RAGrage: $4° ATPSIAT aRI™ +4IPn ATRI B ALUYT AAL
ANPI° RENTT ACHP AR BURA: : ... ATIEC AR NIPATID PAL T~ PHSTY,
NUST 10 ... ARR  (AINNAF™ 285A) A% eaiYh er1t Pane et AU
1@ FI0 AGkE THONULE L4@AR ... (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 74).
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Since my story is wide (so is every one’s) summarizing is inevitable. ... I don’t narrate my
forty years story for forty years. It will be tiresome and meaningless, not only for the one
who stands and listens to me or sits and reads me, but even for me the narrator. ...
Choosing contents to summarize is more than partiality. It is a systematic treachery.
Well then, for me, (also the reader will understand me) the act of narrating will become a
process of treachery. Here is my little truth and vast treachery...

4.2.1. Story Synopsis

Bella is a half-cast woman in her forties. Born from an Italian priest and an Eritrean nun, she
labels her story as a story of shame and embarrassment starting from the beginning. Shortly after
her birth, she was adopted by an Eritrean family, so, does not remember neither of her birth
parents. Finding herself among a family with whom she is not biologically related and have little
in common with, Bella had a very difficult childhood. Her adoptive parents and their children
treated her as an outsider. Powerless and small, Bella had to submit to every suffering that came
into her life. Her parents’ absence and her need for physical affection lead to further struggles.
Desperate to escape her antagonizing life situation she seeks comfort in her male guardian

Tesfaye who molests and rapes her at the age of thirteen.

As a half-cast woman, Bella always felt affiliation both to Eritrean and Italian people. She grew
up among the Eritreans, her adopting parents being among those she experienced closely.
However, her intense suffering from discrimination and bad treatment in the hands of her fellow
Eritrean people together with the sexual abuse made her miss her Italian ancestors whom she
never had a chance to get close to. Therefore, suffering, especially psychological one, is an

integral part of Bella’s life story.

When she got older, she learned to engage in fake social relations, which, to some extent, helped
her deal with her psychological sufferings. She played along with the problems of her life,
learned pretending to be friends with the people who ridiculed her and began enjoying sexual
intimacies with her abuser. As her new mechanism of easing suffering took root in her mind, her
heart grow colder and she was unable to engage in any kind of genuine social relation. This

became her way of paying back the society, whom she held responsible for all the bad
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experiences she went through in her life, despite her knowledge that she is hurting people who
truly loved and respected her in the process.

In the end, Bella had an epiphany which made her realize that she was the most responsible party
in creating her problematic life and that she wasted the greater part of her life blaming others. At
first, this realization created confusion in her as her life time belief of holding others responsible
for her problems falls away leaving a big void inside her. The story ends with Bella regretting
her wrongdoings and seeking for redemption.

4.2.2. Dominant Storyline and Important Life Events

As Bella has remarked in her pretext that she will not narrate the whole story but some selected
events in a form of summery, the following are the events she deemed important to play
significant role in her life. Bella gives considerable emphasis to her birth and childhood narrative
and also accompany it by comments as she is trying to form part of her identity through it.
Hence, as one of the most important events in her life, Bella tells the story of how she was born
and named “Bella”, a name given to her by her birth mother. This name has a significant value
for her; it tells her where she comes from and who she is (her identity). It is her sole connection
to her birthparents, especially her mother, so she loved it dearly. Unfortunately, her adopting
parents decided to rename her as Meaza.

NTUNA TNC: = KIL O\E ATt 498 : ANS1PE I 48T “irk AJHA ORH hA/har-

I ATISAT AhAc: NP ORH POPAD- HAB(M:  APNAGE? ... 81 N9™ APHPAI?

(Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 79).

My name was Bella according to my birth mother’s will. However, the people who raised

me, Mr. Tesfaye and his wife Amsale, insisted in changing it to Meaza. That’s it, Meaza

was chosen. Isn’t that annoying?... Isn’t this name disgusting?

From Bella’s point of view, their action is taken as a move towards covering and ultimately
erasing what she believes to be her true identity. This incident marks the beginning of her
identity crises which grew stronger as the story progresses. Next to her familial displacement, her
physical appearance is a major point where Bella further complicates her identity related

problems and tries to construct her sense of self.
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After the death of her mother, Bella was taken in by a family of sexually abusive father,
discriminating mother and hateful children. As she ventured into the society to attend school and
socialize with her age mates, she encountered growling racism and brutal verbal abuse. As a
child she was mocked and insulted, by friends and family alike, for her foreign looks that made
her appear ill-favored in their eyes. Boys of her age show the least interest to be engaged in any
kind of sexual affair with her. This makes her feel unattractive, unwanted and inferior to her
friends. This phase of her life put a permanent scar in her psyche and prepared her for a more

conspicuous awareness of her society.

As a third additional factor to the above two Bella’s opinion regarding her racial background also
plays an important role in the process of her identity construction. Despite her insecurities
regarding her foreign looks, she strongly believes that she is superior in race to the Habesha
people, who found her European looks unattractive. .. NFING™ Y HE AGEN T A18ANT
nowk hedt eATFA: : . (“1 am proud to know that | have a European gene even if it is in its
smallest scale”). (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 80).

These three important areas of Bella’s life are at the center of the story she tells, which makes
them constituents of the dominant storyline. As can be seen in what is presented above, this
Dominant Story, in line with Bruner’s description of the concept, is loaded with problems.
Therefore, although many analytical dissections can be made regarding Bella’s self-narrative, |
have only identified and analyzed the most significant areas in her narrative in relation to self
construction. The analytical focus here is the process through which she connects important life

experiences to the conclusions she draws from them in order to construct her identity.
4.2.3. Construction of Self in Bella’s Self-narrative

Bella begins her narrative abruptly “in medias res” (in the middle of things) by dropping series of

information that need prior information to be properly understood as quoted herewith:

17 0¥t ARLNG PITHCNAR T8t T7HA PORKA 188 AT TBKh NAATH hi-
NALZNRS N3L5e PO IC A9™ ATh®) A@m Ahh HA® A%t Nie- 807 :

AR N RSP PTMIST YALIk Al FhhLT HhA AL Kl4::  (Yesinibit Kelemat,
2016: 74).
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We have to complete the final draft of the project proposal that we will present to
UNICEF tomorrow morning, so together with my friend and colleague Fiameta, we
worked until nine o’clock, without even taking a lunch break. ... The responsibility to

finalizing the rest of the work rested on the shoulders of me, the hapless.

This statement is taken from the opening paragraph of Bella’s narrative. As such it is taken as the
textual beginning point of Bella’s self-narrative. This beginning paragraph invites the reader to
pose identity related questions such as: “who is the narrator”, “what does she do”, “who is her
Friend Fiameta and why does she seem to consider herself inferior to her”, “why does she
identify herself as ‘hapless’, and “how does she find herself in her current life situation”?
Perhaps, it also gives clue about what the story is going to be, which is a story of suffering and
sorrow, and the character is a victim of very inconvenient life situation. In this sense, this
opening paragraph, the beginning of Bella’s narrative, is very important in providing clues that
can help in understanding her identity construction process. Even though Bella starts answering

these questions four pages later, it takes reading the entire story to understand them fully.

This textual beginning is followed by a chronological presentation of the rest of the story. So,
four pages later, the narrator starts telling her expositional story, the beginning of the story in its
chronological order, in a series of flaskbacks until she reaches the present story time. Haunted by
her displacement from her biological parents, Bella immediately introduces herself as a woman
of mixed racial background, as a half Italian and half Eritrean woman who must struggle with
her role of a hybrid person. The brief description of her biological parents acts as an initial point
for the beginning of her identity construction. It is an attempt of a search for origin which she
desperately seeks to recover and understand. But instead of arriving at a point of clarification as
to who she is, she ends up with fragmentary accounts of her corrupt family history, such as she is

a product of impure birth, born from a nun and a priest:

AMHI® AGH9™ MPhAFE 1N4G: AGrEr 1@ ... OAE AS+E TNMEAT HAAT:
PHOASTHIFY PUNA NI9™ BU PANGY N9™ AAGHIP: @FP7 F1h AAUT hehw™ A
LIFLREIA : APRE Pa® ARhA, ARIRAGP: AR POPIR AATR 71C AATD-:

Ak NS NAA:: ... DA &4 T NATAGH (P OD-hi AMé< 2C1T PHIACh-
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agry AP NAUT ) P4 POUHRY ADAL 995NC TNZAT: = (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016:
79).

My father and mother were monk and nun. I am serious. ... My biological mother is
called Magdalena. I don’t know where she was born, her Habesha name or her father’s
name. | saw her picture repeatedly when | was little as well as after | grew up. There is
something about her eyes that is mesmerizing and worldly. ... My father is called Franco.
... Since I don’t know much about Franco (because all I know is that I was born as a

result of his dishonorable deeds) | had to come up with my own convenient fiction.

This humiliating family history was not a good place to start looking for the origin of one’s
identity. So Bella “had to make up her own stories of her origin” in order to construct a self with
acceptable values by the society. On top of this shameful family history, she was given to
adoption when she was very young so she never got the chance to know her parents. This
familial displacement created a big gap in Bella’s life. Looking back at her childhood
experiences Bella notes that she fell victim to the displacement at birth from her biological

parents.

HELS ATRA hAL AA PLNTO-UAT NFTT AL aRe AST AAPID-: ATLASTU ANeat
e h8s- MAFAP® A7 AT -HNTTHD-NASHATIC dA FAD-CHNAT NU9R ... hASFD-
RILATS.AAUTY AL NOL BT TNC: = (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 80).

Apart from me Tesfaye and Amsale have their own two daughters and a son. Even though
| was trusted to them for them to raise me as their own ... they used to treat me not as one

of their children but as a stranger.

This early separation from her biological parents leaves her feeling rootless for most of her
childhood. Her constant awareness of this displacement and the fact that she did not have a sense
of belonging associated with anyone around her becomes an identity burden that she must deal
with at such a young age. Over the course of her narrative Bella details numerous negative
effects of such displacement, including her susceptibility to her adoptive parent Tesfaye’s sexual

assault. It also forced her to look for moral grounds in her biological parents whom she barely
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have information about let alone know them. The mother, for example, is mentioned as the moral

center of Bella’s later life. She associates her reserved, solitary and secretive life style, which is

instigated by her adoptive parents’ ill treatment, with her mother’s similar behavior which she

believes had went as far as becoming a nun: . PAS+E AN NAT GAD AA: : ... AQ, APhd, PUTTD-
hai® hanA Ungt A 1708 ATRR <A ARUT NAST D 98- ... AU BT :

(Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 80). (‘.. My mother’s manner is also in me. ... The reason she

became a nun is not to hide from sex similar things that are deemed sin, rather it may be because

she is sick of people’s actions”).

As she grew up, this feeling of displacement becomes stronger and she starts tracing her racial
origins to define who she is, even through her effort only resulted in emphasizing the instability
of her racial identity. The following three quotes clearly show this idea. ‘NMALT £ TR
Nm\eY NhA N el PUTh 09N ANEY 640 17 ATRENT NAmE AU ASdC9P: >
(Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 79). (“Perhaps, the reason behind my best performance in Italian
language at Italian school is my effort to make my imaginary father Franco Nero proud.”)

.. FFRR Y He AGEN T K18ANT NTik het 8ATEA: = ... NFAAT NPIPRS aAM.
Th: AE19° BN TR UE ... hISTHD- ANGF PNAM AFOLHT ATSSN DAL 3CN
R8N hapn\U: = PR AJT T M) NEI° NS BABA ANA? (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016:
80).

... I am proud to know that I have a European gene even if in its smallest scale. Through
its image and blood Milano is inside me. As a child and even a grown up ... I know that [
am closer to Europe and European civilization than any of the Habesha people | see

every day. Should I say Rome’s drum beats in my vein every day?

N MY AC L ALATH Pz KT8 NPLCT UNT +dvi DT otk - aape
2N AA% RA ALEA KIEH PYRAMT ABT N PHY 1M hA §F0: UAMS PhCH. NO-
AAEE ANA% @ ... hTHPaR homZ@-DATIE, AL, PE°M AB 4\ POBM-ATNE ACHK®
1@ IR N T TR MO aE AN 21 PEM PR TM-AAAL: INH 19R
eUT N TNET LI°P AL LIPNAUT 1 M-RAAU: = (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 89).
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Jigsa came to the Duke of Harar road looking for me. When he did this | felt two
conflicting feelings. First, | felt happy, you know, at that time girls that are pursued like
that are considered cool. Second, the fact that he is not an Eritrean man scared me.

My son, Jigsa’s son, considers himself as an Eritrean because he has learned enough
from what | say and do. Whenever he makes a mistake even in its smallest scale, in my
heart I say this is Jigsa’s blood. But I say the reason that he is a smart student is because

he is my blood.

The implications of this charged descriptive language directly ties into construction of self.
Consequently, Bella’s perception of her racial identity is split into two opposite directions.
However, no matter how hard Bella tries to identify herself with both races, finding a stable
position with either race was not an easy task. Especially when race plays a role, Bella was out of
place, living very far away from her Italian ancestors and not being taken as one of them by the
Eritreans because she is a half-caste and physically unattractive. Bella describes general
difficulties associated with growing up among a prejudiced society as a big gap in her life on top

of her familial displacement as in:

P66 AP H DT ‘M’ MO-ATAIRT NZAEh +PIC QAN 6977+ mé: = AP
ANGES AQREY PAHANE ATILTHATD- Ak : ... CRTHET ARAFFD- hORF+ YANR U1C
hCH A2 P9EAAN NAT NCOAST ASNPFFD- PLT OBA-NN TNCHE: DA PIPRE
NEAT PTN%: = (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 85).

When they recruit me to participate in the event of the 1966 revolution, my ugliness
disappeared in to the political theatre. Those, who had no desire to hold, kiss and be with
me; wanted me to die for them. I was an unlucky one, who shuttles on the margins of the
imaginary nation where my recruiters and their likes live and who is shaped by a
corrupted system and the followers. One who is called when needed and when they wish

forgotten by them.

Bella is a biracial hybrid child of an Italian father and Eritrean mother. The force of this racial
background is evident in the identity crisis of Bella as she tries to identify herself with both the
Italian and Eritrean. She celebrates her mixed origin by privileging Europeanness and after that

Eritreanness. However, Bella is not really Italian or Eritrean or Ethiopian for that matter. She
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defines herself through both races to the extent that she is neither Italian nor Eritrean but
somewhere in the middle. She is a hybrid woman, who combines two points of origin and arrives
at a completely paradoxical relationship to the notion of national legitimacy. This is why, in the
above quote, she describes herself as a “boarder woman”. Her status sparks her desire to position
herself in a place of stability, which she never achieved. This instability, thus, calls attention to
the way Bella acts out her disappointment in her later life.

Neither nation, therefore, stands in as a goal or as an authentic cultural origin to which she
returns in order to establish wholeness. It is also true that many of the problems Bella
encountered in her life and later shaped her identity stem from the racial prejudice of her Eritrean
fellows who treated her with blatant contempt. Bella’s racial origin serves, here, to highlight the
importance of racial background to the development of her sense of self. One of the major areas
where her identity construction is influenced by her racial background is her physical

appearance.

Bella had a physical feature that was not appreciated by the Habesha people around her. As a
child and young adult, boys and girls of her age called her names, mocking her body. People
frequently remind her that she was physically different in a not appreciable way. Her fair skin
and, tall and fat body structure were always a point of criticism. Her age mates constantly eroded
her mood. They upset her always particularly about her unattractive physical appearance. In the
end she developed a very low self esteem and came to know herself as the one who is
unattractive:
Noge ¢ eNANA & NCof® AT+ AaET 2 28 PA%T NHUI™ FMIPT PaRapTD-
NP &t P PARAGLS TNCHH : WEEE L4%T THD-: ... HY AL PLTD™T%: ...
AICN ABBY T+ PPN Adt PaPRPIMAITD-TNG: : ... NHY °-H1 A 1T howyg
fCYET ATBIAT ALTRRATTTE PIPAAD-LPTHY TNC::  (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 84-
85).

I have fair skin with fat round face, big belly, short neck, red gum because of which | was
embarrassed to laugh in front of people that I don’t know. My leaps are very thin. ... TO
add to the problem I am tall. ... Only those few, that I was not interested in, thought of
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getting close to me. For this reason, | used to take Fiameta as a shield to face my feeling
of inferiority and fear, and to draw attention.

Bella is the ugly girl in her neighborhood and when she looks herself in the mirror she only sees
ugliness. However, there is no clear and definite perspective on beauty, and it remains to be
indecisive. Bella experiences it by taking the standards of beauty and equating physical beauty
with her identity, hence developing self contempt. Her ugliness mostly exists from the society’s
conviction to it as the normal is defined by the majority. At times she also recognizes the society
to be wrong and criticizes it for being so blind and illogical to deny her beauty. For example, she
is conscious that they celebrate fairness of skin when they see it among their own people
(Habesha), but refuse to appreciate it when it comes to her. Yet, she constructs a clear causal
relation between this particular experience and her developing low self-esteem, hence the “T am

ugly” identity construct.

After this the feeling of not being enough was well established in her mind as a great constituent
of her sense of self. This is a good illustration of one of the social constructionists’ basic
concepts; the societies place in the process of individual identity makings. Perhaps, Bella may
not experience herself as an ugly girl if she was not continuously reminded by the society that
she is so. Thus, this identity construct, “I am ugly”, is reflective of the troubling expectations of

the society about what the female body should look like.

Bella's feeling of inferiority is an identity attribute that proves to be a very important narrative
function of her Self-construction process. Following this the painful experience of being
identified as an ugly girl has become a turning point in Bella’s narrative and the start of an
identity construction process in which she constructed legitimacy about not being good enough
by herself. Bella re-constructs her sense of self to include and emphasize the significance of
Fiameta in her identity as the above quote indicates. Even in her adulthood, Bella continues to be
identified through Fiameta; “#8f Ahh $CN 1H £Zh N TD-AInMe+ (AL ABY+E 1H A&
et MR NLI %99 aeg™ ‘Nird PALT PLPIR TVHT PAsH ARF® 08S j(M-: ~
(Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 85). (“So, until recently (though I am not told overtly as was the case
in my childhood) the fact that I am being considered as a dog, is a typical feature of my

relationship with Fiameta.”).
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She tried to reduce the psychological suffering that comes with the feeling of inferiority by being
friends with a beautiful girl, whom she thought would cover her ugliness with her beauty and
help her better relate with others in the face of her unattractiveness. This implies that being
identified as ugly has become a more prevailing experience, which was not limited to childhood
resentment. The society’s ill treatment made Bella very bitter and become a significant
experience in her Self-construction. This phase of her life prepares her for a more conspicuous
awareness of her society and further caused her to initially start out as a cunning girl. This is also
a major part of Bella’s narrative where her Self-construction is clearly marked. Bella emotionally
detached herself when the racist pressure and societal prejudice regarding her physical
appearance began to affect her negatively, as in:

he DA THEF NTPZ8E NAT NHORT NILL OFC SOENe : HOR, ALPTIT ATAAE : 94[
£oAP PM-A%A, BN : PHOE AREE BA, A48 PN 1N4:: ... PILL OREE AN UATS
aedm- N O FYIA TIC P8 fUST NN PATAR NALT (FTA) hAL h& fA
194PT TN4:: ... Ra¥AS O ENA® RATNZIP:  UAHS™ aR¥F 7N4::  (Yesinibit
Kelemat, 2016: 85-86)

When | get older, by a means many wouldn 't understand, | started living with high and
low regard selves. The high regard Self was for Fiameta and her kinds. And the low
regard Self, for my own happiness. Friends of my high regard self were kind of smart...
Friends of my low regard self were despicable people who fell their high school leaving
exams and entered the work force, has small businesses, have well to do family, and are

older than me. ... | was not mixing up truth and lie. They both were lies.

Low self-esteem and the feeling of being estranged made Bella grow emotionally distant and
cold. As a way of easing this agonizing life situation, she thought herself how to live in fake
social relations, a kind of role play that helped her relate with others with a minimum risk of
emotional damage. She hides herself in fake identities so that no weight of mockery from the
outside unsettles her. This defense mechanism is used here as a psychological cover for what
could rattle her sense of self. When faced with difficulties of creating and sustaining genuine

social relations, Bella depended on these dual identities to achieve some semblance of stability
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and continuity in her life. And she also enters adulthood with her duality as a primary defining
feature of her identity.

She lived by two identities where each is practiced depending on the social circumstances she
finds herself in. She became what Gergen termed as a “social chameleon”, changing her identity
according to the situation she found herself in. Moreover, Bella’s observation that there are two
key personae constituting her sense of self is a clear example of the constructionists’ theory of
“Self” where, during interaction the individual is expected to possess certain attributes and
information that fit together into a self that is at once coherently unified and appropriate for the

occasion.

This dichotomy is revealed by Bella’s acting in her interaction with different kinds of people.
One basic example of this split can be found in her relationship with her boyfriend Jigsa and her
best friend Fiameta. The self she activates when she is with her best friend needs Fiameta as a
shield to escape her feeling of inferiority, while when she is with Jigsa, the self that is interacting
with him swims in freedom, joy and the realm of innocence and love. Here, the social
constructionists’ understanding of the self is instantiated in Bella’s experience, where her
performance of Self is clearly different according to different audiences and contexts. She went
so far as to describe herself as having ‘two different personalities’, with the shift in physical

context functioning as an important indicator of multiple identities.

The selves that both group of people have actually encountered are not the self that Bella
believes to be her true self, rather they are identity constructs that came into play depending on
the demands of social contexts, which according to Gergen is typical characteristic of
postmodern selves. Hence, despite the fact that the above quote reveals two distinct identities,
one may also glean insight into a third one, which is held by Bella as her true self. Bella also
recognized that, apart from the subject positions she occupies based on varying social
circumstances and relationships, there is also one aspect of herself that she identified as her
‘private self’. In this regard it is possible to say that she oscillates among three separate
identities. She also sought to articulate the existence of this “private self” distinctly separate from
her previously mentioned selves. She described this private self as more solitary and secret from
the world: “PA%% AN hedm-NPRAT AGRAP NZA, NCOT ANTE- T AC PTHA AA FIhR AN
TNTE: NAN AR AN SNBPAU: = ~ (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 85) (“If my heart was to be
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opened and seen, inside there is another small heart that beats beautifully in its own rhythm. |
have hidden a heart within my heart.”)

One way in which one can see that this self is considered as true by Bella is that she uses it to
express emotions and thoughts that she would not reveal through the other selves. The following
extract may best express how, according to her, the fake and the true identities coexist in Bella as
constituents of her Self. .. 8°M7% APGREIMICAHM-042 AL hEEPU:: ... 68 AakT+ U9
ai¥t 1@ AP¥818Y hAM- IC PN &7 NTRAM-+7 hméPAU: : » (Yesinibit Kelemat,
2016: 89) (... Even when | was in love with him | have betrayed Jigsa right there in bed. ...

Though it’s a true love it’s a lie. Each day that I have fun with him, I erase the next day.”)

This description represents the voices of, on the one hand, the fake selves that pretends to love
him so as to satisfy her desires as well as despises him because he is not an Eritrean and on the
other, what she considers to be her true self that loves him as a man who loves her the way no
one has loved her before. However, her true feeling of attraction towards Jigsa was something
unacceptable to her fake selves, and neither was the true self ever meant to be revealed to others.

So their relationship was doomed to failure from the beginning.

While Bella’s assertion of her “private self” can be understood as evidence of her autonomy, this
autonomy is still framed by constraining and restrictive assumptions that she has internalized
because of her subject position as a hybrid woman. Therefore, these multiple identity constructs
served as a kind of loophole that helps her temporarily escape her emotional drama and later
became the basic principle of her life. It made her feel emotionally stable and enables her to bare
the difficulties of social relations. She plays between selves so that no weight of mockery from
the outside unsettles her. This defense mechanism is cultivated here as a psychological cover for

what could disturb her ego.

Experiencing hurtful judgments of her personality resulted in the identity conclusion that social
relationships should be carried out in multiple and at times, even fake identities. Hence, Bella
primarily identifies herself as a smart and cunning woman who consciously lives between
identities. In her narrative she has highlighted the importance of constructing her identity in this
particular way. She described the ways in which occupying multiple subject positions can be a
great weapon in dealing with problematic social relations: “ hHY °AemE 4t CHEN dAG
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Ombt UAT T+ Y8A A8UT 1m-: > (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 86) (“What | learned from my life
journey is that double identity is my power.”)

This part of Bella’s narrative traces the start of her self-development into an independent,
cunning and smart woman. She also seems to be comfortable to live in between selves with
minimum conflict or discontinuities for many years. This ability to live in harmony with many
and sometimes contradicting selves is in contrast to the experience of other characters analyzed
in this study, such as Mitik who experienced clear tension between her different subject
positions.

As can be seen in the above discussion, at the beginning of her narrative, Bella was a young girl
suffering not just from the typical childhood trauma associated with being displaced from her
biological parents but also from trauma of being hybrid. Therefore, she anchored her dual
identity and gave it the power to be a defining feature of her sense of self. This identity construct
then guides every aspect of her life and as the plot progresses it takes a stronger root. She
emotionally distanced herself from everyone and everything, including the most emotional
experiences of her life. In spite of her need for family and social strength, she continues to

maintain aloof individuality in a bid to craft a new social position for herself.

As she finds herself being engaged in more and more social relations, her ability to manipulate
others by playing her double identity card became sharper. She perfected herself to be a true
“social chameleon”. This seems to be the reason that she never conveyed one coherent narrative
about who she aspires to be. Rather her act of presenting problems and their perceived
consequences dominate her identity construction process. She was convinced that identity
switching served her best to ease the challenges of everyday life. Hence, Bella never recognized
living in between identities as a problem. In fact she takes it to be a unique and functional feature
of her personality. It took her almost her entire life to realize, in a particular occasion, that people
around her operate with as many functional selves as hers. A turning point in Bella’s narrative
occurs when Bella unexpectedly learn that she has been equally, if not more, played by others as
she has played with them. This sudden realization caused disruption in Bella’s developing

narrative identity and forced the plot to move fast-forward into its ending.
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Bella views herself as a woman of impulse and sorrow, while cultivating an increasing hatred for
the society among which she grew up. She places herself not in juxtaposition with the society,
but in direct contrast to it. However, Bella was forced to re-examine her past beliefs and deviate
from them, by what seems to be a revelatory experience she had in her adulthood. This
experience is temporally located by Bella to the time when she found out that her best friend and
business partner Fiameta was going behind her back. She anchors the incident in her identity as
an Eritrean freedom fighter explaining how she gave up many of her desires for the sake of the
mission while her friend Fiameta, whom she looked up to as a forerunner, was secretly pursuing
all of hers. This makes Bella feel like a fool and looser, who spent her entire life in an illusory
world. This incident became a turning point in Bella’s narrative forcing her to question her entire

life as in the following quote:

... NARAYY LoMAKPUk: 07 TM-: AAMAIP: ... ATY LPTF A1EHITT hATILTH97 ...
NAUAT NHhhA NEFP7I™ 4ST 87 AL ARE ATeHPPH eJape:: UACTR -t :
DABY -+ BIF e71NUF DAL 01 NGE 9% B ALY i T 11C NdCh en i : ...
2 herirfh e4ahdA PHZNT Us IR -+ we v N0LI AASR HH AA% ... A2 1% PNAM
GAJICMRN LPTF? M mbA? AL h9PH 44: : (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 845-846)

... I looked at the man again. It is Tsega. I haven’t forgotten him. ... Why hasn’t Fiameta
told me that they met? ... Even though I couldn’t see clearly from where I stand, it is
obvious that Femi and Tsega are holding hands. My entire body became inflamed. ... I
can feel that not only my sense of self, which I built since childhood, but a lot more things
crumble. ... Jigsa came to the front of my mind out of my chaotic and mixed up situation.

Am | the bigger liar or Fiameta? Who is the fool? | am the fool.

Bella has always been conscious of the society’s contribution in creating the person she is now,
i.e., as the social constructionists argue, her identity is considerably influenced and co-created by
significant others. In her narrative she clearly states that her identity is molded by the society;
“PALH, RILLMT /0 : 7 (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 86). (“They forget that the ones who
raised me created me”). This is also why she spent most of her life blaming people around her
for her psychological sufferings and identity crisis. In other words, she traces the roots of her
identity back to the society’s way of life that she was brought up in. Nonetheless, standing at this

turning point in her life, her initial narrative regarding the source of her problems is relocated
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from outside to inside. Though, at first, she blamed Fiameta for her suffering, later she
recognizes herself as part of the cause and finds herself to be equally responsible for most of her
sufferings in her life:

PLAH AR PUA HOY TBC AL TS SHFTY WIFFYT TAF UAGT onfT Pamdet
N P O109EFFT e At 1M AL A% (PR NemPTY ATE 9ATY
A18SaRN APECTT SN : NATE hé ATE AR NTAS DA AR PAT -HKE AGRhIE
AGAI™ aRI® AZM BT = FHhRA AT1C hAh- PhNGT A9RE NAAT NPT 4ot
NBUY NENI™AR N P AMATM-:  (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 664).

No matter how long we live on earth our love and hatred which are, our major
experiences that define us, are limited in number. A good experience can make us
appreciate the world. When we go through a bad experience our optimistic world outlook
can become gloomy or pessimistic. If I am to tell the truth, my bad life experiences are
instigated not only by other people and institutions but also by myself.

This refocusing of problems brings unexpected openings into her life through which she was able
to scrutinize her life and make significant shifts in her identity constructs. In other words, for the
first time, she was willing to look through the stories she lived by to understand the error in her

old identity and to make room for self-reconstruction.

This experience changed Bella’s thought patterns upside down and out of this chaos emerges her
new sense of self. This shows that understanding what surrounds our life can be the first step to
know ourselves. When her identification with the idea of a canning woman falls apart Bella
starts questioning her life choices and realizing that she has been equally played by others as she
tried to do to them, made her think that she is not as smart and cunning as she thought she was.
So she says, .. 20 ATLTRAME R4S PR hAL P-HIAT PIHATIGH PP AL AN NACE:
qAD: ... Oh L AN T AWLHIAAN L7199 : > (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 847). (“...
Realizing that Jigsa is better than me and Fiameta is a person who knows what she wants, filled

my heart with ashes.... Whatever the case might be, my heart feels that I’ve been manipulated.”)

This moment of enlightenment reveals the truth and complements the identity construction
process. With this surprise and irony, Bella transforms drastically in favor of people that she has

always thought manipulated. She now realized that she was wrong to think that other people are
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not capable of constructing the same cunning self as she herself was. Learning that the people
around her can equally be shrewd or even smarter than her greatly diminished her sense of self
and also forced her to re-evaluate her life choices and decisions. This changed understanding of
the world around her based on the lesson from her shattered past also necessitates an
investigation into the nature of her identity as can be seen in the following quote:

LAASTE O\ HOY NACTM PV AATNZIP: ... Uk 17C AP19L NAR AL Pam
aaAT s L. AP DANTY ARk ha¥aEe Ahh deA APASH- APASH: Afrfhe: .. AHY
apgeap AL UL (AP dRIPIP AL 77%) PSCht huet AT WAt AN 241 AL
i = (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 852).

All the time that I thought I was being smart, I was not in actuality. ... I feel like
everything is collapsing and falling up on me. ... I thought about my life, which made me
appear clever, quickly looking through it from the beginning to the end. Standing at this
final point (it is true, | am at the final point), my life of betrayal is smeared over my heart
like soot.

The re-evaluation of one’s attitude is not a universal remedy to everyone, but only facing the
truth about oneself can bring redemption. Bella recognized her old self to be dishonest, disloyal,
treacherous and most of all, fool as opposed to cunning. This indicates that she will inevitably
undergo changes in an attempt to create a new self. Thus, in the following quote we see her
further challenging herself, scrutinizing the stories she lived by her entire life, criticizing her
actions and taking responsibility for her present state. The life she led so far fell to make sense
anymore and what she knows to be true about herself, until now, turned out to be an illusion. As
a consequence of this happening, a feeling of anxiety and emptiness shrouds her: “Ah H& AHY
UIC P1NU- A&+ NS ....... NE1E R KNt AAUT NP HS AHY aRNC AR KAt
AGBAEP 1H ALY P7AMh- A% : ~ (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 851). (“As if | just entered this
country today, I felt strangeness ........ not as an immigrant or tourist but like I was just created

on this chair today and opened my eyes for the first time.”)

This sentiment of feeling a sense of emptiness or having difficulty to define the self is driven by
a sudden collapse of a life time constructed identity. As the stories that gave rise to her sense of

self crumple in a blink of an eye, Bella was no longer able to find herself through them. Every
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story she has been telling to define herself suddenly became nonsense. No story of the past was
good enough to define her now, and everything she knew about herself and defined her identity
so far turned to be a source of confusion and regret. Therefore, she feels forcefully detached from
the roles she used to play. After this incident she was no longer part of her narrative. The “I” that
is devoid of meaning becomes totally unproductive.

Usually, when characters encounter some sort of identity crisis, they are torn between multiple
identities, struggling to figure out which one they belong to and which one suits them better. It is
a long and harsh internal crisis. As such it opens the doorway into the possibilities of identity
reconstruction or creating new ones as the olds fade away. Following this experience everything
Bella does seems to be driven by a feeling of openness and love, something that indicates a shift
in her identity. This switch of identity is motivated by the lack of meaningfulness associated to
her initial role as a smart and canning woman. Hence, she submits herself to new character traits
which were not features of her identity before. She reconstructs her identity to include

compassion, forgiveness and genuineness.

In her new self-narratives, Bella describes a series of changes in her thought pattern such as the
followings. .. 2M7 K181°7D APOARN N4 185 1NU:: ... BN HS N7jag™ NA7Tago
NN NLAREN: P N1 - LACTH PIMPHIM-99 R 7aR” (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 846-
847). (“... I take the road to Jigsa’s neighborhood praying for him to be there. ... Whether I see
Jigsa today or not, whether it is through body or spirit; how is it that | am going to ask for his
forgiveness?”). “A18%E P oMt~ N AKIT NLATET 1598 TFO-NA% (AT8UY APai)) £m
BAA TNC:: AU A7) AP@-<T7 <18 KANMTHI®: ~ (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 851). (“When |

heard some traditional historians say the Beniamirs are from Gojam (even though | knew it was
true), I used to get furious. But now, I couldn’t care less.”). “NEAEI™ hHh AWM~ RATNChI®:

NAN. APGRENYF NANA 7% fIYEPAU: : AT AGDH AGZNIAU:: ALY ATVEISF NHY 99 A0

agip ATRAT; NThhA ATL ATT RAEZNNATIP:  (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 851). (“I was never
with Zak in the first place. | have physically distanced myself from him when | loved him in my

heart. I was embarrassed by him for a few years. ... I was never there for him as a mother.”).

The above three quotes briefly capture Bella’s evolution and progress toward a kind of mental

recovery. These quotes also implicitly include an important remark, which indicates Bella’s
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transition into new personality. What was held at most importance before has little or no value
now, and what was taken as a right action, is reevaluated as wrong and has become a source of
regret. Even actions such as apologizing, which would have been seen as a diminishment of her
ego before, now bring peace and comfort into her life. She abandons her illusory beliefs and
hopes invested in her old sense of self in order to replace them with a healthy and realistic world
outlook which had been perturbed and shredded to bits by her conviction to her fake identities
and finally recognized as impotent.

| read this as Bella finding major cracks in her old identity constructs and trying to construct new
self-defining stories that can serve as building blocks for a better and preferred identity. Her
choice to occupy this new subject position of a genuine and compassionate woman is also
reflective of Bruner’s idea of a changing identity where the self is not regarded as homogeneous
and therefore cannot be the same at all given times. Hence, Bella continuously challenges herself
in an attempt to get away or even get rid of her previously held thoughts, feelings and desires in
pursuit of a new identity and hope of finding redemption:

ARCN AOSE BUS ACY AORE AHU AAJ AR 400 NE 095 4atl: hhdoe HiiYE
N$Foohm.Ney T+ LN : ... UBSY 8Nhihe: HhCENT ANJahhs: AL ACH. POV
ne N ASARI? meh NATCAPORT SHCNE T AR HYLTT R $19? T+ AIh? (Yesinibit
Kelemat, 2016: 854).

| wished to pass out and sleep on this very bed for forty or hundred years. When | get out
of my bed and stand I feel emptiness inside. ... I touched my belly. 1 remembered
Zekarias. Won'’t my son be enough to fill the void left as Eritrea moved out? Or shall 1

trust in Ethiopians forgiveness, forgetfulness or foolishness?

These new experiences are also entangled with a feeling of anxiety regarding the changes she
was going through and their consequences in her relations with other people. Bella’s emerging
self was somewhat fraught with anxiety because of her difficulty in her apprehending a means
for this new self to harmoniously co-exist alongside her current life situation. So she wished to
put her soul to rest so that this turbulence can pass. But exactly how this healing will be
materialized in Bella’s life is a crucial point that remained unresolved in her narrative. ‘.. NAR

+eM\: : £PTF e : AGUA AALANGP: °TF 9TgRaPyo) RATAGP: ... BUEY UIC NUY ay e
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ANPAP A8 a¥y AAMP: =~ (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 855). (“... The phone rang. It is
Fiameta. | didn’t want to talk to her. But there is nothing I can do about it. ... Until I leave this

country in some way, | have to live in this way. My life might continue in pretence.”).

In this statement, Bella reveals a sense of change and newness that she certainly does not
translate into action. Her life situations remain the same but, her sense of self seems to change.
She is still operating as Bella the cunning girl, but she is now also potentially a new Bella who
finds her old self to be fool. She stands on the threshold of an uncertain but challenging future
after enduring a life time crisis. Quite cautiously, the newly emerging self is kept dormant until
Bella insures some, supposedly convenient, future life condition. However, it is uncertain
whether this convenient time will ever come. This uncertainty is further strengthened by the

story’s ending:

ANYY AL Adm DA ARRE AL ©F AR hZé: NEMIC P TPA &F B PHAim-
10 RPN TO-PHATD: .. 10T AGHF APNS TO-APANN? APTENT 7 M-ALIVDA?
ag. UPA +IRR N&:E 84U = (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 856).

When | was just about to go out all dressed up my eyes got fixated on a photo. It was a
picture of me and Femi taken at Photo Jiro, Piazza long time ago. We are laughing in the
photo. ... By the way, is the theatre getting prolonged or cut short? Is it getting appealing

or gruesome? | turned back and put it face down.

Bella’s negative reaction to her sight of the photo while she remains in touch with the person in
it, is a clear indication of her ambivalence, which signifies her fragmentation, no authentic self to
which she may return. This final paragraph then signifies that for Bella the future is forever
uncertain as she spends her days waiting for better opportunities to fully embrace the change in
her identity. Because Bella is suspended in stasis, the lack of closure has become the only
possible ending for her narrative and the progression of the plot is cut short and left open.
Therefore, the narrative stays open and unsolvable and the status of Bella’s identity remains in a

constant state of negotiation and her possible salvation lies ahead, in the future.

To sum up Bella’s self narrative is a compelling instance of Gergen’s explanation of the

individual with varying selves and how they are formed into coherent self narratives. In sharp
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contrast to the experiences of rest of the characters analyzed in this study, Bella did not see
herself separate from the society among which she grew up. In fact she was always conscious
and believed that her identity make up is influenced by and dependent on the norms and values
of the society. This makes her a bit peculiar from the rest of the characters discussed here. It is
also interesting that, in a way, Fiameta is a common factor of the beginning and the ending of
Bella’s story which puts this woman at the center of her narrative.

The society presents Bella with several impediments, which significantly influenced her identity
formation. In this regard, her identity is narratively constructed on strong hatred for the society
with serious and convincing justifications, which is an important platform for her story’s events
and actions. Nonetheless, the end of the story is characterized by its sharp reversal, in which
there is a shift that helps to foster her positive feelings and reactions. However, this shift in
identity introduced in to her prevailing life situations is managed to unfold smoothly so as not to
cause disruption in her old way of life until a convenient condition is created in some future time.
In this perspective Bella’s story can be interpreted as a systematic management of identity

change.

The end, which is left open, then implies the downfall of Bella’s old identity and the uncertainty
of her future. She puts an end to her narrative account without closure and without resolution for
her major dilemma regarding whether she will fully embrace the shift in her identity. Yet the end
marks an end to Bella’s lifelong illusory sense of self. It also emphasizes the inevitability of a
supplemental narrative of identity in which she tells she is not who she thought she was and that
she is other than that. In this regard, the ending of the story signifies two important points; it
closes an old door and opens a new one onto unknown space in Bella’s narrative identity. So the
reader must speculate whether Bella will fully liberate her emerging self or if she remains

trapped in her old illusory sense of self.

In conclusion, Bella is the center of a remarkable plot whose action contains a change for the
better caused by a lifelong suffering. Based on the analysis and in line with the social
constructionists’ idea of “the socially constructed narrative self”, I argue that Bella’s story is a
dramatization of the larger structure of society from which an individual evolves. In other words,
for the individual identity to emerge, the collective is crucial. Moreover, Bella’s identity

construction process is a good illustration of the social constructionist view of self as dynamic,
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multi-faceted and evolving; particularly, Gergen’s emphasis on identity aspects activated in
different social settings at different times are at the center of her narrative.

4.3. Menelik- The Story of A Dead Man

This story of a dead man, Menelik, is located in the novel’s third chapter, labeled after the color
“black”, alluding to the age old human’s understanding of death as a journey through darkness.
The character makes a strong case of justifying his death in his pretext before passing on to the

self-narrative proper:

‘M PHNANG (OTF PEIENY) hANG AIRT 45 N&F NPT 5/1987 NOAt $8m
10 Hé TV 22 PP 1987 Tav: ...

‘ATE NP DI 5 AR’ A PAN-NYAN ANANAT € oty . AA $PSMPE 7>
AHY ‘ATEE 820027 .o
g% LAPAA? AT 1 M-PAAPHONE AT ‘IR LCH AL A9

KD NeE AAAL JAMAL PEOPM-O AR ... AL HE AL PHIM\VM\T &4 ™M
HA ATORPIP: NAPEAT AQJ 1@ ATGAAY OREA?) PBAPNht 19 ANCHMS oWy
NEH NHChit LPTF PHNAT e NAhS 1 @-: (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 281-282).

I was officially considered dead fifteen days ago on Saturday May 5/1987. Today, it is
Tuesday May 22, 1987. ... ‘When does a person die?” When | think about this, what
comes to my senses is ... another prior question. How did I end up here? ..............What
is it like, to stand like this, at the edge of ‘nothingness’ and how is it that it comes to be? |
open my mouth and say, when did my withering begin? ............ 4 fruit hanging on a
tree doesn’t just come of and fall. First it loosens up by wilting. I think | begin to wither
at the age of seventeen when | was possessed by a girl named Fiameta, whom 1 fell in

love with.
4.3.1. Story Synopsis

The character Menelik is a middle class married man with two children. He remembers growing

up in a home dominated by silence with his younger sister and their parents. As a young boy he
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was often cheerful and chatty around his friends. However, he changed when he fell in love with
a girl named Fiameta when he was a in high school. After this incident he managed to get close
to her and expressed his love but didn’t get the response he was looking for. Unlike him the only
reason that Fiameta did let him get close to her was to use him so he can run her political agenda.
When it comes to what he really wanted from her she always systematically avoided him making
it confusing for him to know what he did wrong. The fact that his love was unreciprocated
brought great distress into his life. To make matters worse, a few years later she fled the country
and started living in North America without even saying goodbye to him. After this incident
Menelik became a lifelong sufferer of this unreciprocated love.

Despite being a victim of one-sided love, Menelik tried to be with other women. He even got
married and had children, but all his relationships were unsuccessful because he was still
helplessly in love with Fiameta. He moved from one relationship to the next in a hope to find the
love he couldn’t get from Fiameta. However, none of the women (including his wife) he has
been with were good enough to replace her.In his futile struggle of finding his lost love,Menelik
became unfaithful to his wife and cheated on her several times. At this point Fiameta returned to
her home country after many years. Menelik went to her office to see her hoping that, this time,
things might work out between them. Unfortunately, Fiameta broke his heart for the second time,

by deliberately denying that she even knew him.

In the end Menelik realized that Fiameta has never cared for him and that he wasted most of his
life chasing something he couldn’t have. This realization made him regret his futile struggle to
win Fiameta’s love and all the people he hurt in the process. Finally, he died letting go of

Fiameta and making peace with himself.
4.3.2. Dominant Storyline and Important Life Events

Meneliktells his life story using the incident of falling in love as a main point of reference.
Following this every significant experience of his life mentioned in his narrative is somehow
related to this major incident. Later in his life Menelik managed to make money and become one
of the rich people in his neighborhood. This money gave him the opportunity to do whatever he

wanted and to be whoever he wanted:
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.. FCN 1 aRY MPAA S DAh ‘Ut 11C HhATT ‘DT ARAAT APA haesnim-
AR UPIH A8, 1NChs:  1H9™ ARSL hYfit JIC -+PeH eogm hane PATNAR
AT T 0T L. TEER NBIE NP PZh N NN OPT  NAARA
PHITAGR A LT AGZ-HIN HAHA Uihr-............ (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 281).

.. recently, I was one of the new rich people whom the entire Nifas Silk dwellers were
jealous of, saying ‘he has become successful in everything’, ‘his rainy days are behind
him’. ... After a while, arrogance, which I didn’t have at birth but one that comes with
money, befalls up on me. ... When I get older I become a shameless brat by a mysterious

conspiracy of history, low spiritedness and other allies of evolution.

These “allies” are the changes created in him after he fell for Fiameta and came to the surface
triggered by his new riches. Despite all the changes in his life, Menelik continued loving and
missing Fiameta until he realized that she has no romantic interest in him when they met after
she returned back to Ethiopia many years later. Heartbroken by her actions, he was finally able to
convince himself that she was not worthy of his love, which consequently led him to discard
every bit of memory he had with her. This failed love story is the dominant story Menelik tells
and plays a significant role in the construction of his narrative identity, thus has become the

focus of the analysis.

In his narration Menelik describes and emphasizes some of his major experiences in life. For
instance, he strongly believes that his first encounter with Fiameta was the beginning of his
agonizing life situation and almost all personality changes that he experienced in his life time
followed this important event: “4.f7%% A18PUFTt H 174 @M : ... PAT°CAAD-161%. KPC
AL REM\U:: ... NEYT AARDMAU:: ”  (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 287). (“The minute | saw
Fiameta many things changed in me. ... I stare at the colorless flat air. ... I change every now
and then”).

The fact that his love for Fiameta was not reciprocated by her has caused great suffering in his
life. This great suffering is another important event that received considerable attention in his life
story. No matter how hard he tried to be with Fiameta she kept avoiding him for reasons he could

not understand at the time.For most part of his life, he continuously asked himself what he has
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done wrong, though he could not come up with any sensible answer. Having no control over the

situation, he was forced to spend most of his life in confusion and agony.

Besides the above two, Menelik points out having wealth as the other important happening in his
life. He believes that his riches led him astray and made him do bad things that he wouldn’t do
otherwise. He describes his act of abusing money as “arrogance”, to become insensitive to others
and only focus on satisfying his needs; the needs being looking for Fiameta in other women’s
body. The fact that he takes this experience to be negative indicates that he has identified it as a
problem story, which, based on Bruner’s discussion of narrative identity construction, is a typical

characteristic of dominant stories.

Menelik’s sudden and surprising death is also a significant experience upon which he puts strong
emphasis. When he was sick at the end of his life, he was deeply shocked by how fast his body
was dying starting from his legs and working its way up to his brain. What was more surprising
was that there were no visible symptoms of any kind of disease identified by his doctor. This
shock made him extensively reflect on each part of his body and all the good and bad things
(mainly in relation to Fiameta) he accomplished through them. By telling “the tells” (as he call
it) of his body parts, Menelik tries to construct a strong sense of self. He kept on his reflection
day after day until there was no part of his body left that he could feel and tell about. Finally, his
brain died and he was officially declared dead. Although his body was laying dead, some part of
him (perhaps his soul) kept narrating his journey into the unknown, until he was given a second

chance and came back to life just when he was about to be buried.

After his shocking return, Menelik stayed alive for a couple of weeks before his second and final
death took him away for good. During this time, he chose to do nothing but lock himself in his
bedroom and record his life story putting the above four major events of his life (especially his
experience of unreciprocated love and its devastating consequences) are at the center of his
narrative. By the time he told his story, everything had ended for him, he was practically dead
but was back only for a few days. Therefore, everything that is discussed in what follows is

based on Menelik’s reflection of his entire life at the event of his return from death.

4.3.3. Construction of Self in Menelik’s Self-narrative
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The above dominant story and the important life events that it is composed of show which
experiences of his life significantly influence Menelik so as to shape his identity. Following this,
the dominant story he tells seems to be his love life and the lifelong complications that came
with it. Thus, in this section, the analytical focus is to see how Menelik constructs his identity
through these important life events by causally linking them to certain areas of his life. The
analysis is led by the plot structure of the narrative mainly focusing on its beginning and ending
strategies and the causal connection of the story events to reveal the identity construction
process.

Menelik’s narrative is partially set in the time after his death, so its plot formation is linked to the
afterlife involving a dead narrator, a talking spirit who is not completely confined in death and
speaks from his silenced position. So, Menelik’s story begins with an absurd opening plot and
stunning description of his death. At the beginning of his narrative he declares his death, in fact,
the very first sentence he utters is about his death. “‘q™%’ e-+HNANE (O LAENT)
hANZAIATSHKATING 5/1987 NOATREMRM-: HZTI 22 “n(&® 1987 1m-:  (Yesinibit
Kelemat, 2016: 281). (“I was officially considered ‘dead’ fifteen days ago on Saturday May
5/1987. Today, it is Tuesday May 22, 1987”).

This opening sentence problematizes the act of beginning, and seemingly announces the
narrative conclusion or ending. This problem is solved when we learn that Menelik’s narrative is
developed using a story-within-a-story narrative technique, where one of the characters in the
novel, Worku, listens Menelik’s recordings and Menelik narrates his story through these
recordings. The recordings are means of constructing his identity, of trying to render the

experiences he had in his life time.

Then the narrator wobbles through a lifetime of memory before coming back to the beginning of
the narrative text which is also its end. Following this the story unfolds in two complementary
directions, as a retrospective account of his life and the new plot of life after death. This narrative
process is possible as he comes back to life once more and tells his story until the plot is
concluded with his second and final death. In this sense his first death is the cause of the life

story that follows it.
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As can be clearly seen in the above quote, Menelik begins his narrative by telling his paranormal
story with the assertion that he is a dead man. Instead of the usual move of narratives as a march
towards death, here death is taken as a point of departure to examine a full life time experience.
His death however, was a temporary one which lasted only for a few hours. As a result Menelik
strongly believes that he has gone through the experience of death and comes back to life in
order to record his life story.

Menelik’s story opens with the above seemingly senseless statement that makes his death official
and ends with his death as well. In between are narrated the events leading up to and
immediately following his death. In the act of reconstructing these events he shows how his
entire life conspires to pave the way that led to his death. The plot offers series of causally
connected events happening before and after the death, whereby the process of his self
construction unfolds. Retrospection being the chief mechanism of narration, Menelik walks us
through his past. The story consists, for the most part, long narrations of his life events, implying
a constant compulsion to tell and explain why he is who he is through narration. There is an
incessant attempt to recover the past and reconstruct it. And it is this promise of uncovering the
past and the meaning that results from reconstructing it that keeps the reader in tuned to a dead

man’s story.

Menelik gives a strong sense of structuring his narrative in such a way that it can give a glimpse
of his identity make up. He foreshadows the point he want to make in his narrative at the
beginning as he described when his long and agonizing death actually started. So the fact that he
begins his narrative with a declaration of his death shows that he is a man whose sense of self is
lost forever. Yet this feeling of losing himself, which he equated with death, began long before

his physical death.

In his narrative, Menelik frequently puts emphasis on his strong love for Fiameta making it a
crucial part of his life. He even recognizes it as the beginning of the consecutive loses of sense of
self he encountered in his life. In relation to this major incident Menelik identifies a specific
period of time in his life that has been foundational in shaping who he is now. Looking back at
his life, Menelik narrates that the most decisive event in his life happened when he was

seventeen. This event, which happened the day that he first saw Fiameta, is described as the
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event that changed every aspect of his life. He identified this specific period of time in his life as

foundational in shaping who he is now.

POapE AV 0% ... P99 APUPH: 4pEt ... A9Y R PEE? APt
APURE ageehvke: ... 4P99% hPU- hHY 4% NUPA P ANY AP AU PPdr
PARMEY NCOF TNC: = (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 282-283).

This is how it started, ... I saw Fiameta. I get close to her. ... Why did I get close to her?
So I can see her ... I saw her, I liked her. ... Since the day I first saw Fiameta it is not

only my heart that I lost but also the blue print of my everyday life.

Menelik’s failed attempt to make this love reciprocated is a central point he made throughout his
story; and intense period of upheaval is a reference point for Menelik when reflecting on his life.
His failed romantic life then, became an avenue for constructing his sense of self. Therefore, the
unsuccessful love story is taken here as the core narrative construct for understanding his
identity. As such, my analysis of this dominant story focuses on Menelik’s experience of falling

in love and the consecutive events that followed it that shaped his identity.

Menelik is convinced that falling in love represents the biggest change in his life, something that
resembles Bruner’s turning point. As Bruner argues when a person faces an event or experience
significant enough to shake the foundations of his/her sense of self, he/she tends to undergo
identity change. The first attempt by Menelik to balance his former self and the change that is
happening to it was to establish a love relationship with Fiameta. Somehow, he believed that this
will put him in control of the situation, and for a while he thought so too. However, later on he

comes to realize that he was the only one interested to be in the relationship:

8P K¥8P 9% NATIATINIENAAD PHC 9™ Od4F AT JhAS TNC ... &1 TR
ACI KD AJR% 10 PAM@-BNJR AL PAREATYT Nod 70 BH awg K/N(E:
PEAD-IH A9UCT NF ASTYE BACH MP3UFH: AIY APIUPE? NAHLT:: AT
HZAT? B DAUTe = (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 289-290).

When we were kissing passionately standing there like that, | thought we were scribing
the calligraphy of love. ... She went in to her house without even looking back at me. A

feeling of guilt dragged its mist and clouded over my still warm happiness. ... The next
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time | saw her at school, | apologized to her. Why did | apologize? Because | am
confused. Why am | confused? Because | am a fool.

Clearly, Menelik has noticed a diminishment of his sense of self when he identified himself as “a
fool” following his action of apologizing to Fiameta for the way she reacted when he kissed her.
This can be interpreted as a deconstruction of his identity as a smart and confident guy. Before
the experience of falling in love, Menelik was a confident young man, who would never regret
such action as kissing a girl or be embarrassed by it. He describes his former self as confident
and more direct: ‘“NNdd A&ET OHLIP ELATR AXIE NC hZhrt AR aRdx: ” (Yesinibit
Kelemat, 2016: 282). (“My shamelessness, which was admired by smart boys of my
neighborhood, fell beneath her feet.”)

This realization leads him to conclude that it is not only his everyday activity that has changed,
but also who he is as a person. He takes his former identity to be a positive and desirable one and
links it to the story of his present shy and fearful identity which placed him at the mercy of
Fiameta. As a result we see Menelik creating a strong connection between his sense of who he
and the biggest experience of his life, falling in love. So in the above quote he points out that this
incident has paved the way for him to lose his confidence only to end up with making him a fool.
His identity change came with the demands of his everyday life situation and the social context

he was in.

As time passes this victim identity construct only got stronger affecting more parts of his
established sense of self. Despite, realizing that falling for Fiameta is changing him undesirably,
he could not stop pursuing her love, at the cost of further diminishment of his identity. Menelik’s
narrative construction of who he is becoming, i.e. his changing identity story, becomes more

concrete during his visit to Fiameta’s house.

AeJauty NG AMPST Nk Uehe: ... PN AaE NC AYHINP AUEE ... NF% : TH
ayt PO AD- AU ATARIT LI ATHTF AW AANT ‘N’ ATAS ATD A
RI8890 N6 HaHT HaANT = ... 79 D10 AAS ... a8 ANt POlY- NPT HeCezas AR
1€ aegears K1BUT- U 1P ABRT AGn-PRTA: : ... NAMIRPUT PamPBATYT Nl
ol 1 o NEINAIRU. AP = FHRA 99 ALY NAGHIC AL Sakhd = ..
AMATS A7 241k: ... AL AGA 1\ NA ATHLE N P ... LFLONHTY AeHT AL
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JOm ARy AYeEm apec HhiriyTe: L NA L ATRE L. A B ami: | AR
AL 4 e 7 @-P1dan@-: AN ATARE haeapRe oAt AAMR:: ... e49ZnNm-NC
e+ AR E At AH AT1AAU- Ui P99 - APE 970 JaR hATNCI™ K1E2
AICAI? Rk Ndm: . NNAO £FFD-N7Z998 APU:: ... hHY PNAM AR AAMRRUIP:
fiay +H1AU::  (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 296-298).

I heard that she was sick and went to her house to visit her. ... When | knocked at her
door, her sister ... opened it for me. Then she went back inside closing the door while 1
was still standing outside and without even bothering to say ‘come in’, I assume, to check
and get permission if 1 am a person who should be allowed in. ... When I entered the
living room ... about seven people sitting in line stared at me with twenty eyes as if I am
an alien or invader. Although I didn’t do anything wrong I felt a sense of guilt. Though I
was not confused they made me confused. | didn 'z know what exactly my mistake was, but
I generally assumed that I was mistaken. ... When Bella moved to make tea for me ...
Femi looked at Meaza (Bella) and got furious, not as a sick person but as a soldier. ... A
little later Bella came back with the tea. ... The tea was placed a bit far from me. If I am
to take and drink it I will have to get up. ... The door, which was left ajar, quickly opened
and her mother looking at Fiameta only, as if | was not there, angrily said “Haven't you
been sick? Why don’t you rest?” ... I saw her (the mother) leering at me. ... I didn’t wait

for more clues. | got up immediately.

He was treated as less of a person by “significant others” and made to feel like he has lost his
dignity. This feeling is further strengthened by his second encounter with Fiameta’s parents.
Once again he finds himself in such a position that would compromise and threaten his identity.
They acted as if they don’t know him, which reminded him of his previous encounter with them

and how they had treated him.

0P Athe AOUTFD- ‘AR KT 0P T AeMhiC 89M17Y ... At AE 215
107’ 0% ORAS TNC ... UNS™ BC POISAT -ATTIRUE  henffo- A7eal hlcs
APNCEH: = (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 301).

| looked at the woman with intense attention, I thought she would say ‘oh thank God
Menelik is freed and he is here ... How are you doing anyway?’ ... They both (her
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parents) know me from older times, while | was wheedling, when | was kicked out, when
they kicked me out, of their house like a dog.

The fact that Menelik compared himself to a dog is an indication that his older defiant and
confident sense of self has slowly faded away and a new subservient identity construct has
emerged. In this way, he found himself in an irrefutable position where he clearly accepts that he
has lost his dignity and become less of what he used to be. Therefore, in his narrative Menelik
holds a strong belief that when a person helplessly falls for someone he/she loses pride and
dignity and become a beggar, which was exactly what happened to him. This belief is in
alignment with the social constructionists’ conviction that identity is not only the making of the

individual but is co-created by the influences and contributions made by significant others.

Menelik’s story progresses while we witness further shifts in his narrative identity. As a soul
yearning for the satisfaction of having a romantic relationship, Menelik tries to fill the gap
created in his life with series of unsuccessful relationships he has with other women. However,
he was not able to feel at home with any of them. Thus, whenever he is intimate with another
woman, including his wife, he imagined that she was Fiameta. He became a cheater who would
deceive every woman who fell for him into thinking that he was a faithful partner. Below are

four illustrative quotes from the novel:

“.. K1§ RQ, K1EH APWhART NN NIave... PITALPY LPTE ANJARAU- ... PohNm-
P77ALPT 97 TNC: = (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 286). (“... When she (Tsedenya) and | move

slowly like that while whispering ... I remember Fiameta of Popolare. ... What I thought about
was Fiameta of Popolare”). “4fa% PLANFY NH 1% PIENE- ALSLLP TNC =~ (Yesinibit
Kelemat, 2016: 290). (“Whenever Fiameta refused to give me what | wanted, it was Tsedenya
that | used to run t0”). “Ahé- AL @VE NaP. NEAT NFHMWPT PI% T-1HE AS A, (19%)
Th: PORMNM-TY AH PSARNM-LPTF ATEHUY TNC: : ~ (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 294). (“When
I return from field work ... She (Nigat) is the only person who was there waiting for me in the
darkness. But what | used to think was for the girl who stood there to be Fiameta”). “H4%Y
PHET IR ATNA 76 NARIER O~ £P% A MDA : . T8 779 .. H1-vn aim N
... RO NAEmL AdAcAsbsh PIAU: = (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016:304). (“1 strip of the bed sheet

that Zufan (his wife) robed herself with and then before Fiameta fades away from the map of my
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mind, quickly ... Because I am a liar ... when I avidly penetrate her ... I see her eyes rolling in

suspicion™).

.‘I become a cheat because of my failed love story’ seems to be what Minelik is saying. And so,
he used these women to imaginatively experience the romantic intimacy he has always been
seeking to have with Fiameta. Menelik was always conscious about what is missing in his life
and the gap created in his sense of self. Therefore, he looks for ways to retrieve and reclaim his
sense of self by deceiving these women, including his wife Zufan, pretending to love them, he
used the relationships to reassure his victim identity. Nonetheless, after his unsatisfying
experience with these three different women, he came to realize that he, as a person, can never be
whole without Fiameta by his side:

.. e ¢ 4+ L DIRTY NEATIR TR ot Fidd: PATHRMZTY &Y
hEEATP: LPT% FH NATH dar hne i T 7638 ahAm AGRYAL:: ... 19 AJERY
NAG AHET g\ PTINUATY Paady d\hgT LI°PhdZhhe:  (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016:
303-304).

... Zufan and I got married. ... Though my body was soothed, my soul was troubled, but
not the soul that belonged to God. ... Whenever Fiameta comes to my mind, I fall in to the
depth of loneliness. ... In my struggle to become free, I repeatedly broke the promise |

made to stay faithful to Zufan.

Menelik’s affirmation of his unsatisfactory life echoes his fundamental conviction that “the blue
print of his everyday life is lost since the day he first saw Fiameta” and later on lost her as a
lover. The reflection exposes the intensity of the experience; one by one, his sense of self was at
risk of being effaced under the weight of intense unreciprocated love. Menelik believed that his
experience of falling in love with Fiameta had not only fundamentally changed his way of life,
but it had imperiled his sense of self in general. So he used this narrative resource to explain why
a sense of being a cheat is incorporated in his identity construct. Structuring these narrative
resources with such strong causal connection, on the one hand, helped the plot progress and on
the other paints a vivid picture of raw experiences turning into identity constructs, to show

Menelik’s identity in the making.
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As the experience of falling in love is a major life event that gives rise to almost every major
action in the story, it continues to affect his life in one way or another till it is concluded by his
death. Hence all the significant turning points in his life are, in some way, related to this major
event. After spending most of his life imprisoned by lost love, something happened in Menelik’s
life that was significant enough to reverse his great fall for Fiameta. This incident turned his life
upside down once again and helped him realize the futility or even absurdity of his love for her.
In all the years Fiameta, was away, though they were not communicating, his love for her
remained intact in his heart. So when Menilik heard about Fiameta’s return to Ethiopia, he went
to meet her full of hope that things will turn out great. However, what happened was the exact
opposite of what he had hoped and expected-Fiameta denied their acquaintance:

-TH? ...

- AR?...

-A18 RAT &1 aSRE K ECI AThIah AGF ASF A8t Uike s ...

-+em AAht NAGP gl R = (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 316).

-‘Who? ...

-Menelik? ...

-I’'m not sure’ she said, contorting her face as if she tried so hard to remember but wasn’t
able to do so.

-‘forget it!’ I said to her, raising my voice unintentionally.

The incident opened Menelik’s eyes to see and realize the reality that has been right before him
covered by love the entire time, i.e. he wasted half his life loving a girl who doesn’t even want to
be with him. The subtle expressive cold treatment he received from Fiameta helped him to arrive
at self understanding. In the light of this realization he began to scrutinize and question his life
choices: ‘P7P 9799 ATH A1+ a¥PAE AT AL NANN hPMmMNLCA NI ... 8CN Ueait
TO-PGCIA = ... 4PTU ASZENT? AL 1BSA YALIk PAQ, 1aR” (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016:
317). (“I heard my twenty something years foolishness bursting like a spoiled acetic in my head.
... I led a double life. ... Should | blame Fiameta? Is it her fault if | am besotted?”’)

In this process of questioning his life choices Menelik becomes aware of the meaninglessness of

his existence. He expressed a feeling of ‘loss’ of his sense of self as a consequence of the
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termination of his role identity as a victim man. His abiding feeling of loss of sense of self can be
traced back to his inability to use opportunities to develop a sense of self apart from being
Fiameta’s lover. For instance, he had a chance to recreate himself as a loving father and husband,

which compared to the role of being Fiameta’s lover, was an inferior subject position for him.

Although he felt, quite forcefully, the loss of his sense of self, Menelik, as the same time,
emphasized the emergence of a new sense of self that will allow him to reconnect with
dimensions of himself that he neglected for so long. His second meeting with Fiameta and her
deliberate denial of their acquaintance served as another turning point for him. The questions in
the above quote function as a navigating device for Menelik by which he evaluates his past and
seeks guidance regarding his future. Answering these questions made him realize that he is
standing on a very decisive point of his life, where making a decision and moving forward is

inevitable.

This decisive point in Menelik’s life is something that Bruner calls a turning point, where an
individual comes to a point of his/her life where their sense of self changes and takes a new turn.
And so, Menelik chooses to make shifts in his identity by letting go of the past. He decided to
relinquish every feeling that tied him with Fiameta and let go of her for good. I interpret this
decision as a second turning point in Menelik’s life story, the first one being his fall and the
identity changes that followed it. after this turning point Menelik introduces new experiences in
to his life while he lets go of his past. In the following two quotes we see a new sense of self

emerging in Menelik’s narrative:

RA1E Y 99 . HATHY DASCSHS DA JWE NIEST ... DJay- URS Jaghe:
a3aff M+ 71 ANGANNE : B0 AL$ChE HS PHaORT NIS RTshAT: NHY T4k ...
PANYT PAYEEY CRORTF ATNHN-. ABY ) aR I% P/AhAFt AES PAT ATEAA AT
O EF o A1LUT $OF APUr: (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 326).

One evening ... on television, I saw a journalist interviewing her about her organization
and work, ... her talking made me sick. | went to the bathroom and threw up. For her that
1 used to love formerly, today I spread a tapestry of vomit. Through this vomit ... I read
the messages of my heart and gut. ... After a while, I saw that the agenda, through which

| drove my youth closer to death, was something that players like her benefited from.
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... ORAm NFAPT o4 P17 ©FaR APUR: 14DNAD UAS 28 19CHER oM,
PH ATM-AIL AT 12T TNC: ... AP heE £ NATRNT MiS Nha¥E +eH
N1 4O APHCILI4E APPUF = (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 328-329).

... I saw the photo in a fading sun light. It was a black and white picture of us taken at the

compound of Nifas Silk Secondary School. ... I opened a window and the photo fluttering
in between my thumb and index finger, | let it go.

One way that Menelik chose to deal with this critical point in his life was to free himself from his
subject position of a victim identity, particularly through removing Fiameta and her memories
out of his consciousness. At last, Menelik came across the real deal with his love dilemma and
realizes that he has been betrayed. The renunciation of his love for Fiameta was his way of
retrieving and reclaiming his sense of self from before this experience. His act of vomiting at the
sight of Fiameta is vividly symbolic of the extent to which he is repulsed by his old identity that
had been constructed on the bases of Fiameta’s love. Menelik explains that he, now, realizes how
much playing the role of victim has cost him by shutting him off from life. He saw this turning
point in his life as a chance to recreate himself anew. Therefore, he struggles to reconstruct a
new identity in which he can exercise a better side of his personality. He starts the process by

revising the time that he wasted believing that his life cannot be whole without Fiameta, as in:

AYIA NHIUE  ANP NEJAMHD- PA%T TORJR APHaYZ 1M-: KPU- PN agge
PACHFY: g PT3UF::  “Ad, hAAT” 1R PAm\nit:: ... A2 h/7R Pomem-
APFFY ... NANETIACCAFTD- A18NN 1 PAFY T¥PTY .. (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016:
330).

My mind is being invaded by my old forgotten memory which she obliterated (deleted). I
saw what | lost or canceled or disdained (despised). What | had despised saying “what’s

the point without her”. ... Mornings as sweet as candies ... Evenings that surprised us

with their startling beauty ...

In retrospect, Menelik realizes that all the time he spent ignoring the blessings in his life, because
Fiameta was not there, is a great loss. He, now, can pay attention even to simple experiences

such as the beauty of morning and evening. Hence, he becomes briefly free of his problem
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burdened identity. It is obvious that, here, Menelik’s sense of self takes a positive turn as he
finally becomes aware of the realities in his life. His deployment of the awareness of his
surrounding and the awe-inspiring adjectives he used to express this experience, all suggest his
delight and sense of accomplishment. What this serves to suggest is that the scale of unawareness
has fallen off his eyes and the resultant effect is a vision of beauty in objects surrounding him.
All the masks of dejection and solitudes as a result of sustaining a victim identity come off with
this piece of finding. So we see him being engaged in the idea of temporary self-orchestration.

This new conscious and contemplative self enables him to make room for new and desirable
experiences roam in his life once again. In his contrast between his past and present life Menelik
supports the identity conclusion he is making, i.e. his sense of self should no more be defined by
a victim identity construct. This | interpret as a significant identity shift describing how letting go

of the past was an essential experience for Menelik to create himself anew.

So far Menelik’s identity construction has been centered on the one hand, on the experience of
falling in love and constructing a victim identity and on the other, letting go of that very love and
creating himself anew. After this great shift Menelik was able to enjoy a brief time of peace and
tranquility. His brief happiness, however, soon turned sour when he caught the deadly disease
that put him fast in his grave. There comes with this, a twist in the plot structure of Menelik’s
self-narrative. This incident put the plot of the narrative on the wheel as it hastily drove Menelik
to his death and put an end to his story. The death of Menelik therefore remarks a swift alteration
in the plot of the narrative. He dies at the moment of pleasurable self-realization, a unique
victory in his long torturous life. The tale of his death, therefore, brings us to the end of his

narrative.

The ending of Menelik’s narrative provides a snapshot of his entire life and reveals significant
aspects of Menelik’s identity construction process. It is also charged it with a “sense of an
ending”. The fact that the word (“Finally”) referring to the story’s termination point is included

in the following quote is an indication that the end is approaching:

NABLA PP Ay GAD DANHT 77C Aas-:: ... Ah haNG AR 457F N ASH
BASHYS N8P T ACPHT TPA NHC a¥1E AL $N1S ABFY FEY AT UFh: ... HC
1R °NZY AN NANATD AN P+dNdN 025 ha¥eE ANh A AG¥- M+ 220
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$n8a¥: :  L=\ANNND-NA AL 1YTF hNE%: : 9. +HIE 10 ATh 764. A hAAD-
7AR NAMATR dRh mbzd:: Lr7abe:... ATA ARG AAFANY®P: ... FE LK% ahge
@AY ANIMFAS NAYS. A% P APTSU- Mk 7NU::  Fie PTBAY dRAS 1NC: ... %
ATRS H5E h8Z ¥t AN UNT N%T AR NTYe: < A% A998 MUY 9Rh hne :
AT Y P NG AATANIP: . ANTCNUATT D4 Adm... NAD-0mb: “B% &1 08T N
1 10 eTFRD-NNTANT a%FT AN P 0 CN ANGC a3an T®-AAF = (Yesinibit
Kelemat, 2016: 331-333).

Finally, let me talk about the thing that puts me in my casket. ... Exactly fifteen days ago,
I run in to my brat mistress Chuchu on the road while I was moving around Piasa to buy
a new television and video player. ... Right when I turned and kissed Chuchu on her
forehead, as if it was caused by the art of my kissing, | felt tingling from my hip down to
my toe. Shocked by what happened, when | tried to pull it up it felt as heavy as metal.
When | strip of the blanket in confusion and take a look, compared to the rest of my body,
it has grown darker in an unusually way. I got shocked. ... I tried to get out of bed but |
couldn’t. ... Chuchu helped me in to my car and I went home driving using only one of
my legs. | thought it would heal soon. ... | slept well and woke up at six in the morning.
My left leg felt heavy in an unusual way. I tried to move it but I wasn’t able to do so.
...When the doctor came on the second day he told us that ... as far as his knowledge is
concerned, this type of disease is caused by a disorder of the nervous system as a result

of stress.

Even though Menelik had started a family life with Zufan, in this marriage he felt the

unwelcoming air of loneliness and repeatedly cheated on his wife in order to overcome this

feeling. He became increasingly self-destructive when he failed in his efforts at self-retrieval and

recreation through his marriage, where his journey to attain a definite selfhood remained aborted.

So he began cheating on his wife with different women who were willing to sleep with him for

money so as to escape from his unhappy self and temporarily feel good about himself. He went

through this self-repairing mechanism until he suddenly fell sick while he was on the act of

cheating with one of his mistresses.

Menelik takes his illness to be the result of his act of cheating and actually believes that it is

caused by it. This is also why he connects this experience of illness with his failed love story. He
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considered his illness as the end of his dying process which he mentioned at the beginning of his
narrative and has begun “the day he first saw Fiameta”. It is because of the disease he caught that
Menelik dies, yet in reality his death is the outcome of his life-long suffering and complicated
relationships. The end of his story is then, really the return to the beginning, creating the feeling
that the ending has returned in some sense to the original point of departure with circular chain
of cause and effect relationships. And so, Menelik contemplates that every death has its own
cause and his was Fiameta or his limitless love for her: “A2 H& AL PHFWIAM\T 64 T™ -
Hh ATORPIP: NAAEAT AAJ M- ATAAT dAEAT PEOENY 15 ANGAME 9 hed
NKIChit £PT% P-HIAT Ne NAhE 1a-: 7 (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 282). (“A fruit hanging on
a tree doesn’t just come off and fall. First it loosens up through wilting. I think I begun to wither
at the age of seventeen when | was possessed by a girl named Fiameta, whom I fell in love
with”).

In this narrative of illness and death, Menelik introduces stories of each part of his body as the
foundation of his dying self. And since his sense of self is very much drawn from his failed love

story, he describes how each part of his body was abused or blessed because of this great love:

NPT 4T - % NI MRS -1 NIL L1t : ... ¥4 AE LPTHY PThOE
AONGE OAT 8ZD K38 aPAC AfFE = ... NAISE-47- 164 OAA: = ... NPT TBEN
POAAE-: ... NAENSD-47 APF AL DAL N1 P Ado TTA FANT TF A1TUH :
NAHE@- 7 oY1t NFF PAD- 1AR NAA: ... PO T 8+ AL PHak apg™
Pst AMNC AA:: ... MAR P-HIAD- A@- P-HEM- AN PI2AGD: AT P TN :
(Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 333-335).

... On the third day my right arm and on the fourth day my left arm became numb. ... My
right arm, because it touched Fiameta, smelled like perfume till recently. ... On the fifth
day my penis wasted away. ... the one that didn’t get the opportunity to be praised by
Fiameta. ... On the sixth day when I wake up early in the morning, I found my tongue
dead in the middle of my mouth. ... On the seventh day my body below my neck wasted
away. ... The bruise from the lashes that Fiameta’s fingers left on my chest is still there.

...The man called Menelik was only left with a head without tongue.
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The above quote also shows that the body is another area where Menelik draws his sense of self.
The way he described the death of his body in relation to Fiameta gives the impression that his
memory of life, his narrative self was anchored by each part of his body and as it fades away so
does his identity. The last statement “The man called Menelik was only left with a head without

tongue” also supports this interpretation.

Experiencing the death of each part of his body made Menelik look back at his entire life,
evaluate and reflect; one of the typical features of narrative endings. This evaluative and
reflective thinking has a function of clearing the way for observing the “love-caused” absurdities
in his life and lead the way to new identity conclusions. On the other hand, it has facilitated the
progress of the plot and driving it to its ending by providing Menelik with a sense of
hopelessness. His approaching death rendered him powerless and became another turning point
in his narrative identity. In this evaluation Menelik regrets most of the decisions he made in
relation to his love life. Hence, standing at this end point in his life, he expresses a wish to

change and reconstruct his identity once more, as in:

(H47) ARy DFohh, haB\JIAL:  AAPR OB TNC: Ak a\vy 0%
ABMIP: N NC 74Y- APHHGHT N3A NC o : ARG N7 A9 K%Y
AECIAIAU? ..PHT PIAM - ARGS- NUNY - H1C) 2k : A NNE AL
RIAMU: : NNsITINE: = ARG NFYP°HS Ah: = (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 335).

When she (Zufan) knocked my heart | have opened it for her. It was prepared for
Fiameta. ... Her (Zufan) feet cannot hold on tight to the floor. She enters through the
front door and slip out through the back. I did this to her for thirty something years? ...
Even if it is for a moment, a rusty stinky memory can be swiped out. | will fill my heart
with yellow butter cup (flower), with yellow tapestry. Even if its for a moment, here, |

give it for you Zu (Zufan).

Then, he continues: “ANEANEF U PACH APt ANME aT1ZPm- NAANS AMPAIAL: :
(Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 336). (“I think about asking for her forgiveness for everything I did to

her, but since I don’t have a mouth to speak with I just beckon her”).

The experience of dying makes it easier for Menelik to re-evaluate his life decisions and

conclude that valuing what is at hand is important in life. Losing everything in the form of death
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then becomes the precondition or cause for new identity to emerge. He, now, is determined to be
a loving and faithful husband that his wife deserved. Even in death beds identity making remains
to be an active process. The self keeps being born in to different identity constructs as long as
social contexts are there to demand the rebirth. Menelik’s act of letting go of his past beliefs and
convictions related to Fiameta’s love and his recent realization caused by the death of his
physical body, dynamically interact because they both are expressions of detachment from and
dissolving of former identity constructs.

Finally the gradual paralysis is completed with a sudden closing of his eyes and Menelik died in
the middle of this unresolved issue with his wife and remaind dead for almost a day. During the
brief time of his death, the narrator travels through the dark shadows of death and as a soul
begins his journey to the unknown. On his way he meets a demigod who forced him to go back
to earth claiming that he has unfinished business, a burden to his soul. This unfinished business
turns out to be a confession to be made in the form of Menelik’s life story. Narrating his life is
presented as a cleansing means. Moreover, the fact that Menelik tipped someone to publish his
recordings shows that he wants his name to linger through his self narratives in an attempt to
make a portion of his self-survive after death. So his second chance on life is another transitional

moment for him.

Menelik never tells his “after death” stories on earth, rather we read in his wife, Zufan’s life
narrative that he spent those days locking himself in his bedroom, until his second and final
death, recording things she does not know about. These recordings turned out to be his life story,
which has become the subject of the above analysis. The past story is reconstructed in the present
plot. The last paragraph in Menelik’s narrative describes his burial right before his great scream
that heralded his return to life. In one of his final statements in this paragraph he emphasizes and
reaffirms how much a person’s life can be affected and determined by the influence of
“significant others”: “R4CH PIMLID-GIE H+E ... 99 ALiT AA& §F PF L% LU Ui UHN
eaNNFy NJ- @ PHFAR” (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 340). (“How great is the number of people
that | should apologize to ... how great is that girl, Fiameta to occupy the space that I could fit in

all these people?”).

With this deep reflection on his life Menelik ends his story. He began his story with his death

and its cause Fiameta, put her at the center of the middle part and ended it with evaluation of her
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effect on his life. The fact that the ending of his story circles back to the beginning shows the
circular path his identity formation took. No matter how many turning points came to his life,
Menelik never used any of them to change himself for the better except enjoying brief moments
of relief from his agonizing life situation. So, in reality, each identity change he went through
accelerated his dying process, which he mentioned at the beginning of his narrative, as well as
helped the plot progress driving it to its end. He never managed to get out of the vicious circle of
his victim identity construct as he wasted every opportunity life presented him with, such as his
wife and children, to create himself anew. Therefore, the story in general can be interpreted as
positioning Menelik in a very unhappy and deadly life situation. In this light the story is a story
of futile identity struggle characterized by continuous falling towards death.

Menelik’s story is unusual amongst the five narratives analyzed here in this study. It begins with
his death, proceeds through the accumulation of events leading up to his death and ends with his
death. Events occurring after the death are attempts to recount what happened, to repeat past
events in the present, and make them narratives. Thus, Menelik describes, discusses, analyses
and judges his childhood, adulthood, relationships, decisions in life and their consequences; and

ultimately how his sense of self is influenced by all these.

Drawing on Bruner’s theory of narrative identity, it is possible to say that Menelik’s sense of self
is mainly constituted by a victim identity construct as a consequence of the great unreciprocated
love he lived with for most of his live. As can be understood from the above analysis the way
Menelik managed his grief over his lost love clearly influenced how he constructed his identity.
Consequently his narrative is dominated by his own incapability to have a decent life, especially
in the area of his love life. He sustained stories of his inabilities till the very end of his life, which
kept him from constructing anything different. He was unable to be a good lover, husband,
father, faithful, happy, free and live with his dignity. Therefore, even though Menelik defines
himself as an individual through various identity constructs, he strongly embraced a victim

identity construct with his failed romantic life affording him a powerful relation with it.

At the close of his narrative, an ending that is also a beginning, Menelik revisits the haunting
memory of Fiameta. This circular structure implies an unbreakable connection between the
beginning and ending of his story, the connection being Fiameta. Similar to Bella’s case, Fiameta

can rightly be described as the center of Menelik’s identity construction process. Here, she is
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almost completely brought to the foreground of the story. The fact that she exerts significant
influence in both Bella and Menelik’s identity construction process makes her a very important
character, who is not directly narrated but indirectly talked about by other characters.

Beginning and ending his narrative with death, Menelik is permanently stuck in a death loop.
Already fallen under the tight grip of death, had no other choice than to tie the events of his life
together in a manner of unity that is oriented towards an end. Death has put an end to his life and
narrative, and hence can have no other end. Since his story is concluded with death, it can be said
that Menelik’s story ends with a state of stability that comes with death and providing the
narrative with a sense of definite ending. He both begins with and returns to a non-narratable
state of equilibrium. In this sense Menelik is the only narrator whose self narrative is a story

encumbered with a certain measure of finality.
4.4. Mitik- The Story of Make Over

The character Mitik narrates a very colorful life story filled with many extraordinary events and
supernatural encounters. As such she preceded her self-narrative with the following pretext,
signaling that it may fail to make sense in terms of the trends in ordinary life and questions of

believability may be raised.

{Pamge NAJARIR ATIZPAU: : ... NACEER BUS DAGEI9™ hAt 177 AS9M:  hLIS
ANSRY NSE A78Y AATHAU: = (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 93).

Whether I am trusted or not, I will tell it. ... Whether it is about being chosen or cursed,

hear this from me. | will open my mouth and my heart and tell you this.
4.4.1. Story Synopsis

Mitik is a teenage girl, who lived with her widowed mother in one of Nifas Silk’s poorest
neighborhoods. As an eighteen year old girl, she is the youngest of all the characters whose
narratives are discussed in this analysis. Spending most of her childhood hanging with boys and
acting like them, she is considered as a tomboy by people who knew her, including her mother.
Mitik explains that she had a very difficult childhood. She was born into a poor family, lost her

father when she was just an infant and her mother was always miserable because she was
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continuously mourning her son who died before Mitik was even born. This made her life
depressing all together.

As a teenage girl, Mitik struggled to make a living by selling fruits and vegetables with her
mother. Helping her mother with the business and house chores became her daily routine.
Besides her neediness, the insults and criticisms that came with her boyish behavior were major
sources of psychological suffering for her. And the problem only got worse as she grew older. It
was at this very difficult point of her life that she received a surprising help from a lady in her
neighborhood. This lady, Zufan, provided her with an opportunity to pursue college education.
She also helped her overcome her emotional insecurities regarding her boyish appearance.

Then Mitik describes a special dream she had in her late teens-a phenomenon that changed her
life for good. In this dream she met a tiny man with special powers. In her dream this man gave
her plenty of gold which miraculously manifested in the real world after she woke up. She also
miraculously conceived from this tiny man, while she was still a virgin, from the sexual
intercourse they had in her dreams. This incident brought the opportunity for Mitik to meet with
Dr. Yoseph, who was curious about her unusual pregnancy and offered her free treatment in his
private clinic. Later on the two of them got close to each other and became lovers. The story ends
with Mitik being extremely joyful holding her extraordinary newborn and having her new
boyfriend, Yoseph, by her side.

4.4.2. Dominant Storyline and Important Life Events

As a young girl with limited life experiences Mitik has touched almost every area of her life in
this self-narrative. However, she has put more emphasis on specific events of her life that can be
taken as constituents of the dominant story. One such event is her birth. Mitik’s parents had her
when they were at a dark place in their life as their son was murdered by the military government
of the time period. So they took her as a reassuring gift, a replacement of their lost child. ‘Ni-H4&
a9t AN A%eto\eh- ARG ALEC N 9%h HA:: ... NA®KS® N0LTHY NAPAF™ PTHD-
aneey AGRPAL: : (AT ATLIEFHD-AHhPAU: : ~ (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 95). (“When | was
born because of Tesfaye’s death, I was immediately named Mitik. ... Although I never saw him

alive, | love my deceased brother. And if I can, I will be his substitute according to their wish”).
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This wish which is also carried by her name profoundly influenced her gender orientation. As a
young girl she was not interested in even the simplest qualities of women, such as wearing a
dress or getting her hair. Instead she behaved in a manner that is considered boyish among the
society, which also made her feel good: “.. $T GANNT ARH, TMCHI°ITIY LEAVSA: : PaARE
NENFF Ado AR ATRLAN: PAPATA: = ... MPESE A& BU AaR) hN A% TNC:: Bh AT :
PUT NI+ eN9FA: :  (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 119). (... I don’t like wearing a dress and
growing hair, and things like that. Swearwords that are frequented by boys come to my mouth
effortlessly. ... I don’t know if it is to mock me or just for fun, my friends used to call me Kebie.
It makes me happy. I feel like I am powerful”).

Nonetheless, when she passed through the changes that came with puberty, she was forced, in
many ways, to find her way back to her original gender group (female). This transition was one
of the most profound struggles of her life. As a result this area of her life has become part of the
dominant story she tells.

Poverty is another and very important experience in Mitik’s life that has significantly influenced
her sense of self. A general observation of her narrative shows that she had no expectation of her
poor life condition to change any time soon. This is especially evident in her assessment of her
life, as in: “P#1eN AL M 1% AFC NAST <€ PMA®-AA? 77 A8 UT AATDPT NAT
hamyN eNAM h NA ...” (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 101). (“I am a hair on a brow, is there
anyone who would care if | live or not? But to be invisible like this is more joyous than to be

satisfied with food.”)

She has adapted herself and became ok with her current existence which puts her in a very low
position with no hope for any betterment of life. However, a change in this condition would be
initiated following two important events in Mitik’s life. First, she became pregnant without
having intercourse and second she was miraculously blessed with riches that reversed her story
of poverty. These two incidents brought dramatic change in Mitik’s life, consequently, are
considered as important life events in her narrative. The following analysis is an attempt to
illustrate how the process of Mitik’s narrative identity construction unfolds in the face of the

dominant story, which focuses on narrating the above identified important life events.

4.4.3. Construction of Self in Mitik’s Self-narrative
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ACCHYHINMY 35 IR TAR THNANA hPhP TR Addhs : . NHY AL +BCN YHHE PRZ7174
N1y anem 4R NNCOHT T% A8 ATeMAh PORRt HORET aARSE AAMOAT
MM, 1@ ... AT 2ZN9™ AA:: TRAE 1% : ... AAT® MIPT AerdgP:
(Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 93).

I am kind of tenderhearted so, | sobbed deeply when | heard that Menelik is dead... what
makes me cry and grieve on top of this is that my brother Tsefaye didn’t have a proper
burial, like Menelik, with his friends and relatives crying for him. ... There is also a third

reason. I am pregnant. ... There might also be another reason.

Opening to the above statement we find Mitik’s self-narrative well advanced in the story world
and the beginning plunges into the middle of action. The fact that she opens her story in the
middle of her escalating problems gives a sense of the beginning of her story as a moment of
absolute chaos in her life. It is a beginning that exposes plenty of conflicts in Mitik’s life and
promises a problematic life situation to unfold as the narrative’s prospect. The reader is thus,
forced to go through multiple flashbacks to situate this beginning and know the life that has been
in process in a prior time. It demands the patience of reading three chapters worth of narrative to

find the story behind this opening line.

This beginning paragraph is temporally located to the time of a significant turning point in
Mitik’s life, a distinct break from her established past. As can be understood from the above
opening line, the main drama in the beginning of Mitik’s narrative is her sadness as a
consequence of her proliferating problems. This first scene influences the evolution of the story
in certain ways. As Mitik has indicated, there are more problems that can be mentioned as
contributors to her emotional drama, but the above mentioned are the ones she chose to tell. In
fact, two of the important life events, identified in the previous section, are mentioned in this
opening passage. Through the lens of this beginning passage, Mitik foregrounds her entire life

story.

After opening her narrative by introducing instabilities and tensions in her life, the narrator
immediately presents, in the next page, her interesting family and birth story, which is also the

beginning of her story in its chronological order. Her birth has been a consequence of the death
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of her brother Tesfaye; a desperate attempt in her depressed parents’ part to replace their
deceased son with another child. This birth story is one of the events at the center of her narrative

identity construction process:

AP aneMAN4L hdt NUM 1Ak PATLP NFTFY ANt Hhil PUT@-: ... NHIKE a7t
AN ATeHaNeh AL APEC NI 9% -HNA:: ... NAGMF® N0L NI NAPAY™ PTHM-
aneTy AGRPMU: : TFATCATLIEFFD-A-HhMAU: = (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 95).

They say that it is after the death of my big brother Tesfaye that the mood in our home
became depressing. ...When I was born because of Tesfaye’s death, I was immediately
named Mitik. ... Although | never saw him alive, | love my deceased brother. And if | can,

I will be his substitute according to their wish.

The idea of naming is very interestingly brought up here. Mitik herself analyzes the significance
of her name and how it has affected her personality. She firmly establishes her sense of self in
the stories of her birth and the consequent naming, which she relates with her brother’s death. So
the one reason she mentions for submitting for this influence is the void left by her deceased
brother in their family and her duty to fill it by taking his place and replacing him. IHluminating

on the ways her parents’ naming influenced her sense of self, she tells the story of her childhood:

aneTH4e PAANET 17 N2 NJ ACURT dRAT hASY+ B9 ULAT TNChe: PaneTy
N ACURY apge ACKAY ALUY ASHCIS It 10 PIRBIM-hansT JOC TNC: ... hifh
aRF NEAT NUPA hameF JC $Mati/N PEaFNt 15 190 APAU- 1@-: &R Ahie,
AANNA 9799 NAAY DAY CHIANM TNC: = NHYI™ $B TRANNS KM “BZHI™ TT%
OV : AR NEIF Ado AR ATIRLAN: BARMANTA: : AFFY NHY NAT DATD-ANZTH
PHSEA: ... PPETE ABS BUS AaR hn A% 7NC:: 8h eATA:: PUY MMT
BAAFA: = (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 119).

| think it is to fill this empty space left by my brother | was domineering since I was little.
It must have been trying to fill or share my brother’s place, most of the time I used to play
with boys. It was when | was so little that | started mocking and being mocked by others
before and after playing football with boys. My language, walking and dressing style
was, to some extent, copied from them. Because of this I don’t like wearing a dress and

growing hair and things like that. Swearwords that are frequented by boys come to my
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mouth effortlessly. It amuses me when | insult girls using these swearwords and they are
shocked... I don’t know if it is to mock me or just for fun, my friends used to call me
Kebie. It makes me happy. | feel like I am powerful.

The proper name acted for Mitik as a point of reference and self-determination and became a
thing that sort of encapsulates her characteristics, flaws, physicality and tendencies. The duty
carried in her name made her completely neglect her feminine quality and become a tomboy. As
can be inferred in the above quote Mitik does not even consider herself as a girl. On the contrary,
as a child, she was not aware of the negative impact of her boyish behavior on her femininity.
She lived in a patriarchal society where gender rules are clearly marked. However, Mitik was too
young to realize this and her awakening didn’t happen until it was too late and she was already
identified as a tomboy by the society.

This is especially evident on the two occasions, described in the following quotes, where she got
her period for the first time and she was looking forward to be hired as a waitress but was
rejected because of her boyish acts and dressing style: “@aC ANNKYT AL 1M-PRJ NJ& NThhA
P70 = (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 119). (“It was when | got my period that | exactly understood
my gender.”). .. UAGT®& ANY 70-POYAAM-: PEZh NAME PALZAS e54% ANT NAIUAA
aAA%: : ~ (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 118). (“... My entire body looks like papa. | assume that
Drake’s sophisticated man embarrassed and despised me because I look like papa”). She further
elaborate on the societies feedback to her tomboy features as in: “.. Nh&A AFII™ ‘angane’
A :  AFE ATTEAT ATRT AL hTRIEP NARAA aRSF a3y NN AL AL -HNOP :

(Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 557). (“... I was also called ‘tomboy’ by my classmates. The girls, to
identify themselves as beautiful, they seclude themselves from me, the unattractive one, and used
on me the insulting name that boys gave me”). After these incidents she realizes her exact place

in the society as she states in the following quote:

hHEZh N BN ARSLT NS NAN: -HAEN han- NUPA aBSTF hi A% 07 NZe-hasls-
MAE: hoihg NAL oo APM\MA 70% : ... T2A +1hi¥ NUAGTR §CYT NCP aR Tk
+aANe = (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 120).

After | left from the back of The Drake Café, insulting Ashenafi and being insulted by

him, I clearly understood that when boys used to call me Kebie, it was more than playing,
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more than teasing. ... I get back to my small business with my wrecked self image and
fear surging through my entirety.

Mitik is a free girl who doesn’t understand her rightful feminine place among the society. It is
not a coincidence that her first awakening into her femininity is linked to her first period,;
menstrual cycle, which is seen as not just a natural phenomenon, but also as an expression of
gender, usually experienced by women in a private way. This incident was in direct opposition
with Mitik’s way of life in which she enjoys the freedom of speaking, dressing and acting like a
boy. The hotel manager's opinion of her physical appearance also symbolizes a wider
community's rejection of a woman who looks and acts like a man. But what increases even more
her trauma is her friends and schoolmates' negative reaction to her masculine features. In the
above quote the girls’ hatred towards Mitik is an indication that her unchallenged presence
among them is a powerful treat to their feminine beauty.

Clearly, gender, a social construct of male and female roles, is a key point in this society. Mitik’s
recount of the way she is referred to as “tomboy” indicates the ways in which significant others’
perceptions of the self mediate in one’s identity, underlining the importance of society’s input
when constructing a sense of self. The fact that she drew on perceptions of others to articulate
her identity also reflects the social constructionists’ relational understandings of self. Mitik is not
what is expected from her by her patriarchal society. And this socially unacceptable behavior can
only be corrected either by debasing or ennoble and feminizing her. Mitik receives both and this
drives the plot fast forward to its climax, turning an innocent free girl into a socially acceptable,

properly behaved young woman.

As the narrative develops chronologically Mitik tells, in juxtaposition with her gender conflicted
identity story, the story of how her life is one big exhausting struggle for survival. She was born
in to a very poor family, so she had to fight each day for a crust of bread and drop of water. In
her narrative she describes the severity of her neediness and how her life is engulfed by everyday

struggle for survival:

A AYA A : P4CA HOHC: ATE 8N NAL : PONVF Add:: ALY NAEN APSZqh-
NMAE APOAM UL, POINM-An%h : PIAR HCHG: ATE 8NT eIt AddT A&4T NAEN
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ML APTAM UR, PNM-01%t : P4k HOHG: ATE 8N NALT PNV AdlS 94T
NAEN AAIE APTAMUEL, M NM-04%t :  (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 97).

| grew up surrounded by soot. The menu of my breakfast:- bread with tea, the scrap of
burned sauce, the bone that slips in to my stomach while | trim my finger nail using my
teeth. The menu of my lunch:- bread, the bone that slips in to my stomach while | trim my
finger nail using my teeth. The menu of my dinner:- bread with tea, the scrap of burned
sauce, the bone that slips in to my stomach while I trim my finger nail using my teeth.

Mitik’s description of her daily meal reflects how keenly she observes and internalizes her life
situation. This is more than a simple description of her daily life; it signifies the extent of the
adversity she is facing. Moreover, it can also be seen as her way of expressing her identification
with her neediness, the ‘I am poor’ identity construct. She made this idea more evident while

further describing her needy life situation as in:

e9%7°1eNT am\P NHhhd ‘TP’ Mo ATHPI™ 16 1 PRt Gh: PRCEC mLP
NTZA°NNLE 7 aY NAPTY AL £110a0A: : ... NhAA WA PNE NNz 7l AT
MEE eLHE ASKTE Pio AT APOARN- Adamil:: AS 1% o1 NJeA PACLTH M-
... O RAHIT® AKFE 16U AREA? NWE Adtdng® AChA AMYE hHpge-M ke
5 AR JF NAEL N OHPPH GFm-: ... AMA DAL hSTE NATTZa9° P 0LMANSTY
AL PAURFT Us F PAGZEA: = (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 98).

The shed where we do our business is far from actually being called ‘a shed’. Although it
has a tin roof, on drizzly days water drips up on us. ... I put on my dress, which is spotted
with charcoal soot, and sit praying that my coldly numb feet would warm quickly. I am
young but I have the style of an old woman. ... My hair is not styled, my feet are not
clean, nothing is applied on my lips, and my cheap garments are patched on their sides to
make the matter worse. Though I don’t talk about it openly, but when | see girls of my

age, | am embarrassed by my situation.

The following quote further elaborates on and a solid evidence of the idea of equating herself
with her life situation: “ATPOEY NA FR AAGLIP: ‘9% K1Y ANA A8, NATHEC 7@ AA
heEA PAGLA: = ‘PASLA’ KRAAICAA ALEA ‘ULMEY PAGLA’ NA 4T A1RIMAT 1 M-KhLLA?”
(Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 555). (“I don’t talk about my life for those who don’t know me. I may
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tell them ‘it is none of your businesses’, but it is because I am embarrassed by it. You know, it is
embarrassing. I don’t officially say ‘it is embarrassing’ you know, when I say ‘my life is

embarrassing’ it is like hating myself, isn’t it?”).

Obviously, Mitik felt that she could not separate herself from her needy life situation since her
passions were all rolled up in being a poor girl. Therefore, Mitik equates her identity with her
needy life situation, and by doing so identifies with it. Experiencing extreme poverty has led her
to consider herself inferior to others and identify with her humiliating life situation. This
identification is further strengthened by her everyday life situation and people around her.
Consequently, she is not only suffering from the actual poverty but also from the identity she has
constructed out of it. She identified herself in parallel to her neediness. Then Mitik narrates the
most miraculous, partly dream partly real, experience she had one night. What made this semi-
dream experience extraordinary is that almost everything she experienced in her dream
manifested in her real life. This was possible because her dream was caused by a tiny demigod
called Menkobiaw who is also responsible for Menelik’s resurrection. So, what happened, when
she wake up the next morning, was absolutely shocking that turned out to be a life changing

episode, a turning point in her needy life situation. The following quotes better describe the case:

1 ANE T AA®-PORTAT PVICAT UATR hATRE: ... &t ALE PAB b ORRY
HSF NZL PARA R8A £1NA:: ... NFAPE YT NhA AT ARTME PORA A@-APL: :
% N A0 10 AHEURT (PP 8T NADZE ag® AL st aR heA ahm
Qv : ... e NAAR “ICT PTRNARR 17C AT : 45 (R PPU- 8TMATA : 7Y 97y9@
h8APAIP:  (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 563).

That night, |1 dreamt an outstanding, unforgettable dream. ... My bedroom window
opened right in front of me and a pure light entered. ... Through the light from the
window | saw a man who looked like a doll. He is so short. He looked at me for a while
from where | lie and then climbed down in to my room using the window curtain....Then |
heard something crunching underneath my bed. I think | have raised myself a bit and

looked. But I see nothing.
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hAdI® NA%dt H1 ALk : ... B ATERY 471D ... TFF AL 0% ard -HCMH = ...
NELIMANT R TITNATIC APAU: : ... AR hASIaD-SH af asni) Ho-e-Hihoan
acd 8H am: (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 566).

Cautiously | got up from my bed. ... When I bend over to get my shoe (from under her
bed) ... There was plenty of gold heaped on my shoes. ... I stepped back in shock and
keep looking in silence. ... When I pulled my shoes by its tip, it came out with the gold
that it was loaded with.

As Mitik led a very exhausting, depressing and desperate life for a long time, this life-changing
event was of immense importance for her. It can function as a turning point by initiating changes
in her poor life condition. She can now immediately reverse her needy life situation. In these
dreams she became everything that she is not in her real life so far as in the following quotes:
L NTRIE HTINORA 2997 ASEY R UPA haFE 0LF7HY af% N3 ACT NATY AAAAU A\ :
hav: J92 A1100:: ... PNAM N9E, ORZIT ANAN 298 1 & PAL AGRT O'1NCHAHY AATS
AACH’ AA%: : ” (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 563-565). (“... He folded his hands behind him,
closed his eyes and with a beautiful melodious voice ke called my name and said ‘I salute you’.
He bowed bending from his waist. ... With more beautiful, bass and soft voice he said to me

‘Come my lady let me show you the world I had been’.”).

gL AL hPUPHD-NPT PNAM ANILAS: : AR APA A% £ aned ... AL ea7
PABAA AL TNANA POPAPA AL AANAT ..... ACARY OBt AL ADHT herins Ahh
thih £Zh Aal . hZAp AL PSADTIO PANG: ARHHCT 4JFaR AR AT JROND-AHIY-
APUS NTW-..... ABFIAR a0 A3 HCCHO-NT ACHD-AOAT'HS ATFE eH9BAR THR! ATE
Aot 1H! AYE £4C TH! ATE AT YR! UASTR e-HiZh Yo ... (Yesinibit
Kelemat, 2016: 571-572).

He amazes me more than anyone I know on earth. He took me to a dark ancient forest. ...
He clothed me a blazing silk, which rolls like cloud. He made me lie naked on the ground
and kissed me from my brow to my heels. ... I saw and heard a group of ladies dressed in
Shema singing while standing on a hill and facing us. ... They spread out their hands
towards me and calling my name they praised me. ‘You are a chosen one! You are a

Lady! You are brave! You are humble! You are blessed in your entirety!’
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Girls live under the attention of boys, and particularly their boyfriends. And, in a society that
worships beauty, Mitik as the socially rejected is gazed by a demigod, as the ultimate fulfillment
of his existence. She was no longer Mititk the invisible, poor ugly girl but Mitik the loved and
praised one and this made her very happy. However, the tiny demigod’s praise in his rare visits,
which only happens in her dream, was not good enough for Mitik to establish her identity a
young appreciable girl among her society that she needed the approval of her own kinds. This
leads Mitik to undergo series of personality changes in order to assume the proper gender
position among the society.

The lesson she took about her gender position from the above few experiences was an ice
breaker for Mitik. After her enlightening experiences Mitik’s preference to identify with
behaviors that are clearly established as boyish by the society, became more and more difficult to
sustain. It was insulting and in opposition to her femininity since she has began to recognize
herself, although full understanding does not come until much later, as a girl. In recognizing this
fact Mitik was torn apart between two conflicting selves. It became apparent to her that her sense
of self, which is mainly constructed on the bases of masculine qualities, has been shaken from its
foundation. This is a major turning point in Mitik’s life story. Following this turning point, Mitik
went through a series of identity struggles as making shifts in her established identity construct
presented quite a challenge for her. Her ambivalence between her desires to play masculine role

and her social role as girl of patriarchal values is expressed in the following quotes.

... PICP POt 11C Jap\t: NABOEP hCH T+ AATYh 2% 9799 N A9
APNA N 12N A8 ARANARANFIIR: A A Ao NN NASZT AP : AT
aegn PNds NFF ATSPRA RALANTP: LZUk: ... hAQ, PASE A@NA haWs N 1%
NN A8F hdUk = (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 558).

Jimmawork is knowledgeable in femininity. At first ... when she asked me to apply
lipstick on my lips, I didn’t stop her so she won't think of me as old fashioned. When she
applied it on me, [ laughed in shame. I didn’t want mom or the women in my
Neighborhood to see me. I got scared. ... When I departed from her and before I took the

bus, | wiped it away with the sleeve of my sweater.
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ATBARP OHsh AT HAATRTNSTe : 8 NEAIPAA ALEA PALL 149M AHE £0%
fap:: _ hUAT 7 N3A NAAR ANChE = (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 558).

It was Zelalem who braided my hair for the first time. Although | was not happy about it,
boys of my neighborhood began to pay attention to me. ... After two days | covered it with
a scarf.

. ¢ AL N, A AP arY NAT ... ASCY hoAIP H1hd AAMNT am: | 9h

AY8E JELAR!! DAY NASST Ok : Aade A7A7A aR ACHH NEP ... ATSmMd-
M4 N AH M, GA APNLER: JTNFFART UAI9™ ANE aRg NPeS Phv: P
A& HaAge:  (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 559).

... When I was fiddling around wearing her (Zelalem) dress, ... Safron got up from her

bed and came to where we were. ... I was so embarrassed when she said ‘Mitik how

beautiful you look!!’. When I began running to the spare room to get rid of it, she told me

not to take it off and I just spent the day there feeling cold and with the two of them

looking at me as a man would. Anyway, | was just not comfortable.

The above quotes illustrate how much Mitik was resistant towards this identity change. She felt
pressured in to every feminine quality introduced to her that she struggled so hard to avoid it.
The changes made her feel uncomfortable and she was forced to fall back in to her old identity
construct every now and then. The reaction of people around her towards her emerging identity
was also a source of frustration and embarrassment. She deployed ideas of how others perceive
her in order to articulate and affirm her identity. She found difficulty in situating herself within
the subject position of ‘a girl’, while also within the subject position of someone who has
affiliations for boyish qualities. She attempted to unite these two subject positions as a means of
creating continuity in her sense of self. Bruner emphasizes on the complexity of identity
formation and the conflicts that can occur between two selves. Mitik’s experiences exemplify
this conflict and her own strategies of adjusting the two extremes in order to construct a coherent

sense of self.

The challenge Mitik experienced here is also reflective of Gergen’s split identity. She
experienced tension and identity struggle when she is pushed to do things that do not feel natural

to her previous (tomboy) identity construct. The intersection of these two identities is quite
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interesting particularly as Mitik struggles to reconcile her sense of self with both. These struggles
on the other hand provided opportunities for shifts in Mitik’s self and her insecurities regarding
her physical appearance further influenced the direction of change towards femininity. This

shows how tensions can allow for shifts to happen in individual’s sense of self.

On top of the above struggle Mitik also encounters another kind of identity conflict as a result of
her extraordinary pregnancy, which happened while she is still a virgin. Her first guess was that
she might have been raped her knowledge. But, the fact that she was still a virgin revealed to her
the extraordinary nature of her situation. Ordinariness was no longer to be taken as a for granted
identity construct. Her reality coupled with her dream experiences made her suspect that she
might have been something more than she thought she was, a chosen one. In her narrative we see
Mitik simultaneously entertaining the idea of being special and rejecting the opportunity to

become one as an expression of identity struggle:

XY NOTT NARART 1M PLTHW AAAU:: TRAA 71CAhA Uy AAaH9P: .. &1 08+
JIER ACTTH POYR®-3LNST NNHNT HA%S héd NNHNT HAT Ta-: ... T $8h9™ &%
ACHPPHP 0811 Nk 0B AALANSP: a7y PIRATO-NG P34N NANYE M\t 9P
PIBHIPY BN NHNG PTHVULPY OB +CPY NOAT RGN PIIMAT €99 IPT J%h
T N NCHE = (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 749-750).

I would like to think that I conceived from angels, so as to reassure myself. I don’t know
whether it is Michael or Gabriel. ... This kind of miraculous pregnancy happens in the
age of righteousness or the age of vice. ... However, whether it is holy or wicked, I don’t
want to be that kind of woman. What I want to be is just Mitik of Nifas Silk, who would
yawn sitting under a shed, say swearwords and get chased by a guard, pass the day and

night covering her bitter life with joke. Can I help it if | am scared.

Mitik expresses a wish that she never wants to change, in this case, staying the same means
keeping her status of being an ordinary poor invisible girl. However, understanding the changes
that are already happening in her sense of self she tries hard to reconcile the two selfves despite
the fact that they are extreme opposites. The tension created here is an evidence of the paradoxes
of multiple personalities in one individual which points to the complex and conflicted nature of

self-construction process. Bringing these two identity constructs together provoked an eruption
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of anxiety. The potential collision of these two identity constructs is reflective of the lack of a
specific sense of self at this specific time. So she is left situated between what she considers as
her genuine self and what her new world offers her. This in turn imposes a new pressure of
identity work to the already existing one and perhaps facilitates the reconstruction of Mitik’s
identity.

This encounter brings to light another interesting piece of constructionist theory — the
construction of a new identity construct in juxtaposition with the existing one. The dichotomy
between two selves pushes Mitik to take action and the plot fast-forward to its makeover ending.
Mitik analyzes her situation and make a decision in both directions of her identity struggles. On
the one hand, to find her rightful place in her patriarchal society and conform to the personality
that is expected from her, and on the other, to accept the extraordinary nature of her condition
and adapt herself with her new reality.

The first step she took to interpret these decisions in to action was to learn from those who know
best. She had to learn how to walk on the road to femininity from those who already are at the
end. Her second step was to reintroduce herself to the society with a female awareness of her
body and facilitate the process of change voluntarily, which also helped her reduce the identity
struggle to some extent and grow more confident in her femininity. The third step was to make
this role permanent and identify with it as a source of her sense of self. The fourth and final step
was to affirm her specialness, which not only changes her ordinariness but also put her above all

ordinary women.

What follows further elaborates this process of identity change: “NHY 9%t e19BCT N+ HiR
i ATANRY 9799 M ARUY Ak 0WYY APH9EN- TNC:: PORNET FORcts enscy
HO® HAAP™1N4: = (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 558). (“In my night school journey, | was not
only studying computer application but also how to be a woman. It was Jimmawork and Safron’s

relative Zelalem who were teaching me.”). Then she goes on saying:

AT 47 ANN, PR AR AL 1R PHAATY +T) AL G F98CT Nt 4ehe: ... T} 4k
PUTh- OAA%: = PheA 198 7AGPER:: ... hH 198CT N+ CRANN AS9RS N+ o -
aANN BAFNT P2 ATEIICAENT AATANGP: BhfBA: : (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 559).
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One day, I went to school wearing Zelalem’s dress to see what would happen. ... But [
felt like 1 am naked. My classmates glared at me. ... Then I stopped wearing it to school
and began to do it only at home, I haven’t been able to let go of my habit of wearing

pants. It is hard.

PAPOCT Nk 1P N NAAUTT AL 47 ... M) AflL PATRE Moy : .. - NPT
€ ARANVAPP: .. APRT TN AN BATA T PASAA: :... ANSTE TR D APHKAR
NPASH RATENFFAFRORT 10R AAAL::  ‘OFE’ NAAD-CRITIRIEUT TWiP PAGLN :...
T ... Uk AHPS AAU £H%: = 9 AALChIR: . NNZCT NC &F AT AAS WA NG
KM h81 PALL AST J29NS 9N +PIAR-ATT5TD-: NUAYT hen@-AR%: :  (Yesinibit
Kelemat, 2016: 559).

Because it is not enough to do it only at school, ... one day | put on a dress and went
down town without any reason. ... Many people didn’t care. ... When they see me, they
pay attention a little but then pass me. ... Sometimes when they pass by without paying
attention to me, I say ‘so does it mean I haven'’t attracted them?’ Its embarrassing to
know that ‘to look nice’ means to be evaluated by others. ... But I become mad when they
all ignored me. I mean | was not embarrassed.... When I was passing by Sport Bar, I run
in to boys from my neighborhood, Tadewos and Moges, whom | grew up with, sitting

under an umbrella. They both stared at me.

Muitik is reconstructing her identity based on not only her thoughts and opinions about herself but
also by using other peoples’ thoughts and opinions of her as inputs. Moreover, her actions
stressed the needed to establish and promote her identity as a girl highlighting the significance of
the thought and opinions of others in the process of constructing one’s identity. It is true that she
is also struggling to find meaning in her emerging identity with feminine qualities because for
years she had known herself as Kebe and defined by it. This clear dichotomy between “before”
and “after” dressing like a girl or the equivalent of becoming beautiful is further intensified by
significant others who plant seeds of doubt and confusion in Mitik’s mind, forcing her to

continue her quest until the last image of her-a beautiful girl is attained.

Previously, Mitik focused on staying invisible emphasizing that there is nothing in her that

deserves attention. In contrast with this, now, at the outset of her experiment her goal was to be a
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center of attention and appreciation. She was trying to recognize herself as an individualized
subject with clear defining treats but was not able to sustain this without the approval of
significant others. She relied on the opinions of her family and friends in order to construct and
define herself. As much as the society’s disapproval initiated the deconstruction of her old
identity, the approval was also important in constructing the new one. In this case, it is possible
to say that the change in Mitik’s identity was very much driven by external pressure than internal
desire. In other words the society has played a significant role in the process of Mitik’s identity

construction.

Mitik has made significant shifts in her identity and these shifts have not gone unnoticed by the
society. For example, the same boys, who used to tease her for her boyish behavior, now looked
at her with sexual interest, at the occasion of which she played the role of a girl for the first time.
Encouraged by her achievements, the following quote shows how far Mitik would stretch her
experiences in order to naturalize and define herself through them.

. O1C N P1C MA@ OCET Nebeh8h P2 e hH PAD-$8 o) am AfiF
DT N THERAL : PN AY™ Uik PIEMHA NGRS 1 dCasmdt PTBCh NA 42
4% Nt PUIC NAA ¢ ATHAAL: :..MPK- AR AL UALH POYAPET P3RS NCARY
R = PONE N G = UAT REAT Adl: A58 heA PORIKAMS Pk AdPF ...
PMPIRAT 1= (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 901).

... I have a salon appointment. I have sold my gold and bought new red shoes with flat
heel, towel, scarf, dress and sweater. Yoseph, mom and all the others have told me that |
looked nice in them. | wore a traditional dress with red fringes which covered me up to
my ankles. ... I sling over my leather hand bag, which I always keep with me. It is a gift

from Yoseph. It has two partitions. One of them is where | keep all the lady stuffs | need.
(901)

Muitik tried to separate her role as a tomboy from her sense of self, and referred to her femininity,
extraordinary pregnancy and her love affair with Yoseph to construct her new self. This new self
is characterized by independence, confidence and control. It is also important to mention here
that the change in her economic status after the gold given to her by the tiny demigod has played

a part in facilitating her change. The following quotes can best express this idea as in: “GCEY fisbe
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Keh £ 1. hH PA®-$8 e e AR $T ) THERAU :... AUT PR M HAN
195, MA P+L% aC® af Yes a% AAA (Y AL Pamk:: ~ (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 901). (“I
have sold my gold and bought new red shoes with flat heel, towel, scarf, dress and sweater. ... If
| were to estimate the price of the remaining gold that I possess now, it can sell around a hundred
and twenty or thirty thousand birr”). Or when she expresses the change in her perception saying:
‘At (99T eSChE NARy P1a%F Aat AhNNER PNAM INEA UT AW89P@-ALZ71% OAA™: :
. 1CIWE HC MO AR%: DAR ADNJT A% : K92 BAD- (4L ANZD- AF PUT Afh
A¥8ANAN- 707 :  (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 911). (“I assume that the relatively comfortable life
| led for a few weeks made the place appear to me more penurious. ... The young boys turned
and looked at me. They looked at me top to bottom. I realized that what | wear was not fitting to
the place, my old neighborhood”).

In the face of such a life-changing incident, Mitik’s abrupt metamorphosis was inevitable. The
feeling of inferiority was no longer an attribute of her sense of self, instead she became a center
of attention and she was happy with it. She considered herself not only different from but also
better than what she was before. Hence, the experience of having more money has led to a
betterment of self-esteem. However, as can be seen in the above quote, the disjunction between
the two dimensions of her life required continuous balancing of her new riches and her old

neediness.

In the final pages of her story Mitik turns the narrative focus to her pregnancy. She settles her
struggle and doubt and fully embrace the miracle in her life and by implication her specialness.
The supernatural has finally become her world: “As A8 AML1095 %85t N Hh9F AHY
gRC AL 24AL PUY? PORP@-NF AT GRS BUTAT OFF AMCICSTAAT ke NI NhA i
AT\ FMAT .. (Yesinibit Kelemat, 2016: 748). (“How many miracles may have been created
here on earth like the one that happened to me? May be the sky has fallen somewhere I don’t see,

milk may have turned black, the sun might rise in the west ...”).

This emerging identity facilitated the process of self-construction by making her feel important
and fitting for such greatness. The story ends with Mitik giving birth to a tiny baby just like his
demigod father. In many ways, Mitik’s story marks a more traditional narrative ending than the

previously discussed narratives. The majority of its major storylines find some form of closure.
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Mitik finds love with Yoseph, become economically independent and her stressful pregnancy
comes to an end. This indicates that the beginning of the narrative text is temporally situated near
the ending as the story ends three months after the beginning, cramming in flashbacks of a life

time story in between. But these three months made a world of difference in the narrator’s life.

To sum up Mitik’s story is presented in an eventful plot. By contrast to the other characters’
narratives, a sense of abruptness prevails in the beginning of Mitik’s story as the reader is
directly confronted with an ongoing action without being supplied preliminary information
necessary for its understanding. This beginning normally depends for its full meaning on
previous information but appears without this information. Structurally, the story begins in
medias res, with excitement and suspense, as the narrator reveals her chaotic life situation. This
attitude initially arouses our curiosity to find out the reason of this chaos and its consequences.

Then events and actions exponentially succeed to reveal Mitik as a highly troubled young girl.

Mitik’s self-narrative clearly depicts her progressive transformation from an innocent teenager
with questionable behaviors to a fully matured socially acceptable young woman. She gradually
takes a feminine life style, but the fact that she becomes ashamed of her boyish looks as soon as
they were pointed out to her by the society shows the power of societal influence on individual
self-making. Moreover, Identity struggle is particularly important in Mitik’s identity construction
process. She had to be pushed and kicked by all sorts of external forces, to go through changes in
her identity. Here we see identity struggles because of the society’s fixed ideas about who people
are, or should be. Therefore, the identity changes that Mitik went through are salient reminders

of the immense impact that society can have on individual’s identity make up.
4.5. Ezra- The Story of Temptation

Whether it is ordinary or extraordinary, everyone has a story to tell about him/her life. The
character Ezra also believes that, despite its ordinariness, his story deserves to be told as well. So

he prepares his audience beforehand to the self-narrative to be unfolded saying:

AL AT AL NN ... AL JHS.....
PAEN JZR PATE- Wbt STHD-NAIIR 4™ ATY™ PAASY AR hATIC ATSMYP: hAAFT
ATE FY NULAYTY hATRYM- 0 AATRYAF: hITEMD- AR ST (FFYY: hrivSra-
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TRYIOaL WA S O-PTLY AInfMeam\: : .. hAAJFT A1E ¢7 ALY A5 JZh
RAYDABAY: = AL9 P hAAST AL ¢7 P20 TRMASAS ... O JRIPE JZh AHHHHH
ANATE.. (Merek, 2017: 333).

I Ezra son of Sirak ... son of Tazina.....

Even though they tell us that those who have a story worthy of telling are few, worthy or
not we will not refrain from telling what we have experienced. ... At some point in our life
there will come an incident that will drive us from what we are familiar with to what we
are unfamiliar, from what we know to what we don’t know, from what we understood a
little to what we don’t understand at all. ... One day in our life each one of us will
produce a tale and a story. 1 feel like that day has come for me ...my dear audience let me
bizzzzz (tell) you my story ...

4.5.1. Story Synopsis

Ezra is a man in his thirties who has attended both traditional and modern education. As a young
man, he has served as a deacon in the house of God and led a very strict spiritual life. Even
though his imperfect physical appearance made him feel very insecure around people, Ezra was a
bright young man. He makes his living working in his small hotel, which he inherited from his
father. Recently, he came across an incident that made him reinvent his old hotel to include new
delicious dishes and fancy drinks and dining rooms. The incident also made him grow to be very
interested in the foods and drinks he is serving that he became an expert in creating complex
recipes of delicious foods and drinks. A great deal of his narrative is also filled with elaborate

explanation of these recipes.

Later in his adulthood, he became rich as a result of reshaping his little hotel. People who used to
despise him, because of his physical appearance, finally, began to respect and pay attention to
him. But Ezra remained the same humble, spiritual man he has always been. His story of
spirituality, however, changed when he was first tempted by and fell in love with a beautiful
young girl in his neighborhood-Makida. After these two incidents Ezra was never the same
again. He defiled his body and soul by surrendering to sexual temptation. He considered his
situation as falling from grace. Thus, he prayed so hard to reverse his situation, but his desires

were so powerful to the extent that they cannot be broken with prayer. Finally, Ezra learned to
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live in harmony with his sinful acts believing that God would understand the difficult situation

he is in and will forgive him.
4.5.2. Dominant Storyline and Important Life Events

When reading Ezra’s self-narrative one can easily identify one area of focus that he wanted to
highlight from the general story. This focus area has to do with his dilemma with his spirituality
and sexuality. This dilemma has its root in one of the most important events of his life-his first
vision of a naked woman body: (.. ®MCY¥ P61% aBd N+ NC 7NN MeTNCT AAIN NPHF
74Uk : AH GAM PPUT 117C AR ASHC JRONT AR A8H HAY ZOL NATSE 1N:: PAAHC
ATt M @ A APANNT TNC: = 2 (Merek, 2017: 385). (“... Birhan and Tsige’s bedroom
door was left ajar and I slowly pushed it without entering the room. What | saw in there get
through me like God’s message, like a new age revelation. Alazar’s mother Roza was putting on

her under garment™).

After this incident Ezra went through series of disturbing changes that threatened his seemingly
unshakable spiritual identity. Thus, this incident and the identity crisis that followed it are the

dominating theme of tension that Ezira chose to build his self narrative around.

Apart from this, his birth into a religious family and his inconvenience with his physical
appearance also receive special attention as preliminary and supporting important life events for
the above one. On the one hand, the fact that Ezra was born from a priest father paved the path of
spirituality for him. And on the other Ezra has always felt unfortunate because of his looks. This

in turn contributed to his fear of getting close to women:

TG N PITIC AT LAY NY ST FFBCE PaPh R84+ B AATNZIP: ADh

A PAGUAS AGL@--A9° LAY PORNGREIT PN AAT FMIPTFTIFC A : KIS
TP T ACHE APS NTBTA ACHPATPRARLTTD NC: = (Merek, 2017: 354).

What incapacitated me to talk to Makida directly was not only my shyness which is a

result of my religious studies. There are other reasons that I haven't talked about so far,

and that frustrates and humiliates me even if | am to talk about it. The first reason is that

my teeth were covered by a detestable tartar (mark left by minerals) which can’t be

cleaned.
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Strict spiritual life coupled with his unattractive appearance put Ezra in a very frustrating
position when it comes to relating with women. For these reasons he has never been with a girl
for most of his life. Everything in Ezra’s life, including himself, start to change when his sexual
appetite, which he ignored his entire life, was stirred up by his unavoidable two encounters with
two different women.

4.5.3. Construction of Self in Ezra’s Self-narrative

Ezra begins his narrative with deceptively unremarkable opening paragraph dense with
submerged meaning. He begins his story with his wrath on his customers who he has found to be
corrupt. This opening passage seems to have little or nothing to do with the personal story to be
unfolded. However, as the story progresses it becomes apparent that this opening passage
foreshadows Makida’s (the young woman who has significant place in his life) fate which fell in
the hands of this corrupt society. Several pages after this beginning Ezra frankly states why he is

enraged with his customers:

LOBS TAPY aRfR 4 ACTVE NHAPR NPT APMHET Dam N9 NMNTE Tt
ARAWIP:  RKIHY NFF PORAT PoBpm hoMHPE NUPA ... ARASTD- PAafT Ne Agm-
NNGTS: ... $LI°-R GR RS TRIRM-NJ- LB, AATIHNT N ... KT8 APHdrm\ AASIAL:
(Merek, 2017:353).

... It was unavoidable for me to see, with my own eyes, Makida being dragged here by
different people to eat her lunch or dinner. I would go to the parking lot before them,
hide in the darkness ... and see her with rage ... when they prepare to go out for the

sinful deed they desire ... after these people entertain her with food and drink.

This wrath signals the beginning of emotional upheaval in Ezra’s life and provides insights into a
number of crucial issues connected with the selfhood of the narrator. We encounter a similarly

unexceptional beginning in the chronological story as well.

The earliest event that Ezra mentioned about his life is the fact that he was sent to traditional
school when he was four. So, instead of narrating the story of his birth and childhood Ezra tells,
pages after pages, the life story of his father and the last advice he gave him before he died.

Again here too this seemingly insignificant story is placed there for a reason. Ezra inherited two
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things from his father that play significant role his life- his spirituality and his hotel. One led him
on the road of righteousness and the other brought him riches. It is also true that individuals’
identity construction begins at an early age with the relations they have with their families.
Therefore, investing pages of narrative at the beginning of his narrative to tell the story of his
father can be taken as a useful tool for laying the foundation for his identity construction process.

It is Ezra’s way of showing how much his sense of self is influenced by his father.

Based on this, self-construction in Ezra’s narrative can be analyzed using the above two
beginning points and their significance in the narrator’s life as a reference point. At the
beginning of his narrative Ezra firmly establishes his identity as a strict spiritual man. For Ezra,
his subject position as a deacon was an important way of claiming a sense of self as a spiritual
man with plenty of religious rules to live by. He depicted his character as everything sinners are
not. The most outstanding difference is seen in Ezra’s consistency of his loyalty to God, since he
steadfastly clings to his religious obligations. He was defined by an unshakable faith in God and
his loyalty to his religion: “ A% AH JHT hANCE N+ A4t AND USH 0%APR PATY P57 99
IUCTIT UFFT N1 dh AFATD- AT8INC AT PGZ Ui 2ARRZA: : » (Merek, 2017:346).
(“Anyone who knows me would confirm that | Ezira Tazina used to keep each core teachings

and laws, from the ten commandments of the Old Testament to the New Testament™).

However, this firmly constructed spiritual identity was shaken from its foundation on two
important occasions that can be summarized as temptation in the form of sexual desire. The first
occasion was his first exposure to a naked woman’s body; in this case his best friend’s mother
Roza’s body. As a man who has never been with a woman before, Ezra was obviously

overwhelmed by this experience:

... NAEE 9999° PORGHT (F 47 R PORPAF NYSPE NAYTE - &1y M 1R
PACh: 149%MF haAm.eUr 17C KT AAFP Nl : AN A4 PAPA O\A AL N§Aao-
W4T Y P03 ATET ADAT N9 IHA, A% AN AAJER Nl AR JHaP:
TG0 AJ THD-PTBTA ALOIC PIRNLLT NP F- AT = ... 4 H:: (Merek, 2017:384-
385).

... I, the young man who knows nothing about women, never stared at women, and

ignored sex my entire life preached by my religion, felt something inside me loosened and
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set free. My heart prostrated (fall down) in lust on that ceramic floor. Although | saw
Rosa for a few seconds, her image got printed at the core of my mind. Extreme lust that
no one can imagine and that frightened even my own self possessed me. ... My head

spins.

Ezra himself speaks of this incident and his subsequent dreams in which he had sex with Rosa, as
the most significant experiences that left deep mark in his life. It is considered significant in two
respects; first it led him astray from his godly life and second it introduces him to the new world
of sexuality. The second occasion is his encounter with Makida, a seductively attractive young

lady whom Ezra met at his father’s memorial service and immediately falls in love with.

.81 RET R9?E PANE PO AO% AAT N1974 A .92 <TI0t 14 AUL 4P ahAt 1N
aeg™ AR 402 NARA AJNH:: hHY MU N NANSR ALZ ... &y APU:
APSE NASRE AL AT HSTIF ASKTE N6 = ... NHET TR AASTY $mdtear: ...
PN GATE NEIR NS AN Adk: ... hH 47 Akt 2495 ANTL B9 ey hUASR
ANCHTF APACKAT NZAFP:  (Merek, 2017:346-47).

... this stand and belief of mine was questioned or tempted by an incident which appeared
like a vision on my father’s memorial day, Sunday May 14, 1974. After this, Saitan
entered my mind. ... I saw her face. My eyes were unable to look away from hers; my
legs were interlocked with one another. ... When she walks in that small living room of
ours, ... my lustful desire rushed like a fire through my veins. ... Since that day, hour,

minute and second, I couldn’t find the power to erase Makida from my mind.

These two events remark certain disequilibrium in the plot of Ezra narrative because following
them Ezra’s understanding of himself underwent enormous transformation. This instability, a
distinct break from his previous life, sets the plot in motion. After these incidents he went
through an intensive period marked by identity struggle or conflict between his old and newly
emerging selves. Although Ezra had earlier emphasized the importance of his role as a spiritual
man in shaping his sense of self, in the extract above he provided a poignant example of a key

moment of change, a turning point, induced by the incident of his encounter with Makida.

Nonetheless, Ezra interpreted the general experience as negative, i.e. he finds his lustful desires

inappropriate and in opposition to his spiritual identity. The tension between his spiritual identity
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and the demands of his recently awakened sexual desires forces him to act out and suppress his
sexual desires so as to remain pure as Ezra the righteous: ‘A8 ATR, dmd AMREY PAC A18A%
19 M HINChh A0 A18Paml . ARJRR BARMs: (Merek, 2017:387). (“As usual | prayed
hard ... kneeling every day and night so that God will forgive my sin and remove her from my

dreams”).

Prayer has been advised to Ezra by his father as a significant weapon to fight sin. The above
quote shows how much his personality is influenced by his father. Moreover, as Ezra has stated
earlier he is recognized by everyone who knows him as a spiritual man, hence the struggle here,
in one way, is also to keep this social self image intact. It is indeed this pious quality of himself
that Ezra wishes to stress the most in his identity conflict. In this regard Bruner has stressed that
it is important that individuals maintain coherence in narrative identities that are valued by the
society in order to avoid being a point of criticism. Here, Ezra’s identity struggle underlines this

point.

Notable here also is Ezra’s framing of his sense of self in terms of binaries; spiritual/worldly,
holly/sinner, and strong/weak, exposing two distinct competing selves. Ezra reflected on the
profound and irreversible ways in which being tempted by sexual desires, especially his strong
love for Makida, had changed him. Therefore, while Ezra inhabited his life of conflicting selves
these selves were intricately related, complex, and required continuous negotiation. His approach
to navigate through these competing selves relied on self awareness and the capacity to tolerate

internal conflict.

After a while, though, Ezra’s sexual desires grew stronger in him to the extent that they can
dominate his spirituality. His prayers were also powerless in the face of emotion of such
magnitude. As the emotional stress became unbearable, he even involved his God in his
love/spirituality dilemma: .. PP PANNS ASdY AT AMC 4t POP: : NAGKS Do
PORENTY AS B8t N ATkt PAT44TYS PANLIFST oAt NTRZR Tt -tha-nu+t
BRZPA?”  (Merek, 2017:399). (“God himself knows that 1 am an anxious lover. Would it be a
mistake if I replace my prayer, which doesn’t push and give me the courage to talk to the girl I

truly love, with my own earthly skill?”)
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The self as a spiritual man and the self as a man with sexual desires, while distinct in Ezra’s
conceptualization of self, in fact, become mutually contingent and intermingled, each with a
potential of coming to the surface depending on the demands of social contexts. On the other
hand, Ezra also stretches this great experience of his life (the awakening of his sexual desires)
towards a positive dimension of change in his identity. He tells the story of how he was inspired
to abandon his service at the church (as a deacon) and become a brilliant chef.

It begins with Ezira seeing Makida’s naked thigh in an opened window while she was in one of
his hotel rooms with one of the men he accused of being corrupt at the beginning of his story. He
was especially obsessed with the scene of Makida’s brown skinned naked thigh, which Ezra
found to be particularly seductive and gave rise to his idea of brown roasted beef: *.. NAAIER
PAZBa% PANET Lt 1A FRA NNPIT NYALESTT AMANAT ATL9° LUST Ne NANS ¥ AL
18 A AP+t af: : (Merek, 2017:348). (“The day passed crawling like a snail without
me doing anything valuable but sinfully thinking about the image of Makida’s naked body that
went through my mind”). Then he describes what happened following this incident:

KIE 4 T .. HISHD-POM-NFTF ATHTIE 1) S4CasTROND BIRPAL : ... NYAN
NFEENa% AamAB AL AYMPAAT ha¥d NE%IMmNT¥he: ... e ARFPANEI 1Tk = B
O APECAD ARTER GAT AL L™ PTYRANGR ... PIRSY 1A 2APAN: : ... )7 hdD
AL Gty TPIBERISY hAle - PORIE PR PORMIAE: PN AMh PTRMSY PEE AT
aIRA AANE: YD PATRATL ThS &% MRFRhUT POR\M-PATR PORdM-PAGP: ..
RA7 AL ATEHMRR- ABEY KT8 0AL AnFE PACENFY AMYANNTTT ASC ATRIRTY
N‘AT’ ANDR AT Adhe AN 7% ATDS ... hHP ¢7 NBA PJHS PR\ ASh Ueait
+8ap: : (Merek, 2017:349-350).

One evening ... | have started roasting the meat | chopped to serve customers who came
late. ... The brown color of the roasted beef surprised me. This roasted beef looks like
Makida’s body that continuously circulates through my mind like blood. ... In the
morning | sat on my bed naked and said:- ‘A good looking, attractive and enticing
roasted beef should look like Makida’s skin color. If the color of a roasted beef is brown
just life Makida’s thigh, no one will hate it, no one will despise it.” ... As I sat down on

the bed | crossed my hands like a praying person and said my usual “our father”, then
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right after my ‘Amen’ I said: I am Makida’s servant as a concluding remark. ... Since
that day the new life of Hotel Tazina began.

Out of his sinful experience came his revelatory idea of new recipe for the best roasted beef that
has ever been served in his hotel. His sinful experience is thus, positioned both as a
deconstructive agent of his spiritual identity and a baseline for the construction of his emerging
identity as a chef. By concluding his prayer with devotion to Makida (who inspires the brown
roasted beef) and not God, Ezira is stressing on his transition from a deacon to a chef identity

construct.

As a result of his newly created delicious dish, Ezira attracted many customers to his hotel. His
famous roasted beef dish, which is inspired by Makida’s skin color lead to his ascension in
wealth. This special brown roasted beef and the improvement of the hotel was a great
achievement for Ezra that both his father and grandfather worked so hard to get to but did not.
The idea of being the first in his family line to make their small family business successful in

turn enhances his sense of self.

Despite how much Ezra was happy and satisfied with his success, he always felt ashamed about
the incident that led him to it. “ M 183 A8 ATHAU?’ NAY ...... P9 KFD-AAIFR AN
195 NAUT 0PN Pa% PAIT hAf: IC P+PPHAR 08 NNT 47 ALEATP: ~ (Merek, 2017:357).
(“When they ask me “How did your roasted beef become so delicious?” what I tell them is not

about the color of Makid’s thigh, that is, illustrious in my mind, and my related dissipatedness™).

The feeling of guilt remains in place whether the sexual temptation leads to positive or negative
results. The sinful act of looking and desiring a woman’s body is positioned in the narrative as
the core destructive incident in Ezra’s life. Despite this fact, from one day to the next, Ezra’s
spiritual identity had to be juxtaposed with his sexual desires. The strict religious rules he has
lived by began to slowly fall apart in his heart and his reincarnation in to a sinful self was

complete when he slept with Makida.

Ezira’s description of his feelings right after he slept with Makida for the first time indicates the
extent of the shift that occurred in his spiritual identity. . he™h A%t N+ @R hA%E A%t Nt
P7 @ NAAM, PLASD- £GN NrEENHT @ @A, TRN A%Smhed datik... Ynfty LAhE:....
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(Merek, 2017:406). (“...I wished for my instinct that gushed out from within me and was here
half or an hour ago to pop out from where it is hiding and lead me to her again. | wanted more of

my sin”).

He took this pleasurable moment as an opportunity to realize how, until now; he has been
enchained by spirituality to turn his back on such a pleasant experience. He unwittingly
questions the spiritual institution of religion as disrupting the natural flow of human desire. As a
result religion is conceived as a prison of self-will, self discovery and fulfillment. The act of
making love proved to be a liberating moment for Ezra who was trapped in spirituality. The pure
spiritual man has now officially declared that he is a “sinner”. The fact that Ezra previously
mentioned Satan entering his mind the day he saw Makida, was a precursor in the process of
deconstructing his spiritual identity. This incident resulted in a shift in Ezra's sense of self; he felt
that fear and guilt has left his heart and a new sense of freedom and happiness was roaming in
his life.

However, once this moment of joy and satisfaction passed and that he was diagnosed with a
sexually transmitted disease, which he recognized as his punishment, Ezra continued to
experience the previous identity conflict. This incident also put an end to his relationship with

Makida. At this point Ezra re-evaluates his life choices and understands his new state of life.

RABAT DA g A8 NG4S NN Z°K7 O Adh a7 AT8INL: ... ANHE
KL 98 a%hs. PNhE AB PAGYP: PAS ABI™ heFZa9P: NHY -HADAT+ KN LMAD-
Nafe EOAF <4h OBET AN AW 995 N2 POBIAYDT 1L AT AL
RMACIP: HC ThHS PAATTY Pt Af N9 NIk PAAnh- PHOR AP UFAL: ANY
L2907 LA LAMATA: = (Merek, 2017:414).

I know that I have plunged, up to my waist, in to a swamp that is far from my father’s
word and will mess me up. ... Unlike his wish my father didn’t get a strong first born.
And he also won’t have grandchild. If I procreate with my weak identity, I have no doubt
that all the offspring will be stupid, selfish, promiscuous (have sex with many), obstacle,
malignant (jealous), insecure, obtuse (dull), fool. I have become the new generation who

changed my pure blood line with my selfish desires.
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Ezra analyzed the impact of submitting to his worldly desires has had on his life, and articulated
a deep awareness of the negative influences as well as the ways in which these influences had
fired up and changed the way he perceived himself. He failed not only as a spiritual man but also
as a son. In contrast to the righteous identity he constructed, which he introduced earlier, now
Ezra identified himself as a weak son and worthless man just like the rest of his generation. So
what become of him as a result of his transition can be taken as an antitype of his previous self.
This new self is in fact an opponent, an obstruction to the initial quest and plot of Ezra’s
narrative. Even though Ezra’s main purpose in life was to remain pure and holly, his life took an
acute turn in the opposite direction: “CUT N 37 PUr NFFF I A7 PORA AGR PN LUTA
e CRFPNRINT A8, AOSZNEE -2 2 (Merek, 2017:422). (“At some place, at some places, a
change that will swallow me might be skulking...... or it is already munching me, even though |

am not aware of it”).

The type of change that Ezra describes in the above quote represents the constructionists’ notion
of transformative and transient nature of self in opposition to one enduring self. This change
affected most areas of his life. He lost interest in many things, and was burdened by a feeling of
vengeance. His job seized to be satisfying and became a source of fatigue and boredom. He felt
like he has become extremely weak and so thinks of changing place until his soul recuperates. In
comparison with his previous vibrant life, his current situation was a descent in to depression and
hopelessness. But in the mean time Ezra also considers what is important for the betterment of
his life and tries to renegotiate his subject position as a spiritual man. For instance, despite what
Makida did to him, he struggled to overcome his feelings of vengeance and tried to offer her
some help. This can be interpreted as a desire to reassume his old spiritual identity. He was

yearning for self restitution.

This attempt of renegotiating subject positions put Ezra on a crossroad as it triggers the question
whether he will find the courage to repent and reassume his former identity as a righteous man or
keep on his current path. This question is left unanswered in the novel. At the story’s conclusion
Ezra sits in his bed in darkness confused by a sound he thought he has heard (Makida’s voice
calling his name). As he lies back on his bed failing to hear the sound again, he thinks of his lost

love Makida, coming to no conclusion about his fate with her. Ezra ends his narrative calling
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Makida’s name in the darkness and asking for her whereabouts. “@n8 @+7N? (Merek, 2017:437).
(“Where are you Makida?”).

It remains unsaid whether he gets back with Makida, and more saliently his desire to see her
again, despite her unfaithfulness to him, does not guarantee a happy ending. The story, then, ends
with the central concerns of the narrator unresolved. The final fate of his affair with Makida or
his spiritual identity is unknown. The narrative is left without any closure as it ceases in mid
point. The lack of definite closure in Ezra’s narrative points to the instability and uncertainty of
existence and the impossibility of true closure within human experience. On the other hand, this
ending can be interpreted as Ezra choosing Makida and his sexual freedom over God and his

spirituality by repeatedly calling on Makida’s name for salivation instead of his God’s.

In general, compared to the other characters, Ezra didn’t face so much adversity in his life so his
life story is not as colorful as the rest. Even his unattractive physical appearance never initiated
him to make changes in his life like Mitik and Bella, but instead forever remain invisible. It is
quite in his interaction with Makida that he undergoes through any significant change at all.
Clearly, Ezra was exposed to temptations because of his young age and he was responsive to
these temptations, and Makida is the price of this responsiveness. His encounter with this girl
inspired him to bring great change to his economic status and spiritual views. Hence, the flow of
his identity construction mostly remained passive as opposed to the dynamic nature of the

process seen in the narratives of the rest of the characters.

4.6. Makida- The Story of Beauty and the Beast
Similar to Ezra the character Makida believes that her story should be told as long as there is
someone to listen. So she paves the way for her self-narrative by posing a rhetorical question
targeted to normalize the case:

Kretatht eZ0hATaR ... Ak U -A@-O-U! A@NE AAT A@-.....

A1SOAANT UT AT ...
ITA PAASTFHT ATH9% ‘U’ ANhIFH Nhskk ATU A2.... (Merek, 2017:442),

I reached puberty as they have wished ... ... ... .... and they gathered! They come gathered!

They come gathered assuming Makida is there... ... ...
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And so it came to pass for them as they have contemplated... ...... ...

What'’s the problem if I tell my story from ‘A’ to whatever for the one who would listen to

me?..........

4.6.1. Story Synopsis

Makida was born into a very poor family who struggles for survival on a daily basis. As such she
grew up in poverty-stricken environment. Despite the limitation of her parents to fulfill her basic
needs, Makida had a very happy childhood playing with all the children in her neighborhood in
their beautiful natural environment. Her happiness was complete until she reached puberty and

became a center of attention for men.

On one rainy day, while she was walking on the road, she met with Almaz, a rich hotel owner in
her neighborhood, who offered her a ride home. This woman puts Makida’s life journey on a
new and unexpected track. After their first meeting on which Almaz offered some cloth for
Makida just to get her out of her wet cloth, their relationship become stronger. Makida was
happy to be able to fulfill her basic needs with all the free gifts she was receiving from Almaz,
while Almaz was interested in Makida’s beauty, which was a potential source of money. It was
not long after their seeming friendship started that Almaz manipulated Makida and get her raped

by a rich old man.

After that day Makida was trapped in a life she never imagined she would have. At such a young
age, she started going out with different men, including the old man who raped her, for money,
which slowly dragged and drowned her in this life. She even joined a group of girls who were on
the same path as she is and become a prostitute with regular clients. Despite what is going on in

her life when she went out, she remained to be the same innocent girl to her parents and at home.

Most times she had to do things she did not want to do in a bid to find meaning in a supposedly
meaningless and suffering fraught life. It was when she was entrapped in this life that an
opportunity to find new meaning to her life presented itself for her in the form of her encounter

with Ezra. She was deep in to this life when she began seeing Ezra who unlike her clients truly
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loved her and restored peace and love in her life. After her experience with Ezra, she decided to
abandon her old habits and change her life for the better.

However, she was still seeing some of her clients and one day, she discovered that she has a
sexually transmitted disease and realized that she has given it to Ezra too. This put an end to their
relationship and forced Makida to change her way of life and look back on her simple childhood.
Inspired by the memories of her innocent childhood, Makida became determined to change
herself. She decided to peruse her education and even engage in small businesses so that she can
earn her own money. Not long after this incident Makida moves to a new neighborhood with her
parents and this puts an even bigger distance between her and Ezra. The story ends with Ezra
trying to hint his desire for them to get back together by sending her a bed, while Makida
remained unresponsive, at least in action, which makes their breakup somewhat, appear

permanent.
4.6.2. Dominant Storyline and Important Life Events

Generally looking at Makida’s self-narrative it seems like she wanted to foreground a specific
period in her life and what happened in it, i.e. her transitional time from childhood to puberty and
her life as a young adult. She also strongly associates this part of her life with the values of the
society and its undeniable influence on her. Compared to other areas of her life, such as her
childhood, this part of her life has been given strong emphasis that it can clearly be taken as the

dominant story of her narrative.

This dominant story is constituted by three important life events that are powerful enough to
guide the path of Makida’s life and by implication her sense of self as well. The first one is her
birth into a poor family, which become the source of her rough childhood: “¥IC ASEAL: : ...
NAI ALY ... qFapE® .. PAMDNAT 1H AA: : 2 (Merek, 2017:443). (“I have seen hardships in

life. ... At a young ... there is a time that I have cried from hunger.”)

These difficulties to fulfill basic needs affected Makida even more as a young girl. Her neediness
would force her to fall under a trap that led her to unexpected consequences. It was through this
crack of her life that Almazie entered to change the course of her life. “’... 24% 17C hORE:

K PRy AAMAAAULY AT : L DANC 84 NBA AL hSid- AL figd® AL PORIE HCE
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$h o4 amyr: 7 (Merek, 2017:451). (“... take this thing off, I will bring you something that
fits you’ she said. ... Ten minutes after she came back with a t-shirt a sweater and beautiful
skirt.”

Makida’s first meeting with Almazie is the second important event in her life because it was
almost immediately followed by a turning point that marked significant shift in her life-her
transition from an innocent little girl to a sex worker. She would have passed several months in
this rough road before the third important event unfolded in her life-her encounter with Ezra.
‘oIS MANFE JHS NF aNETAS Aoy PAGEPY A&t 11C 491Che AN hA?”
(Merek, 2017:489). (“Accidentally, my foot took me to Tazina house and | spoke the sentence
that changed my life: ‘Is Ezra around?””).

Her life took once again, an acute turn through the love affair she would have with Ezra. In the
following analysis, Makida’s self construction which is inseparable from her story then, unfolds

in line with these three important life events under the dominant story.
4.6.3. Construction of Self in Makida’s Self-narrative

Unlike the other character-narrators whose self narratives are analyzed above, the pretext given
by Makida to her story is a bit longer and alludes to the self narrative to be unfolded. Because of
this 1 found it worthwhile to invest a couple of paragraphs discussing it as an exception to the
rest of the self narratives’ pretexts, from which | quote catching statements as openings for the

analysis to follow but do not discuss in detail.

This pretext cruises around the natural environment she grew up and the strong relation she had
with nature as a child. The opening paragraph is a peculiar mythological narrative about her birth
place Shiromeda. In this narrative the plants, animals and even the landmass of this place are said
to originate straight from paradise; as such they are both pure and beautiful: .. AO%} dR
NAZ13L, OHY T ... A18ak1g™ fiARh 3 PO®A.” (Merek, 2017:440). (... it is green all

year round ... reasonable enough even if it is worshiped like an idol...”).

Then she continues narrating specific moments of her childhood where she associated with and
enjoyed this natural environment. By creating strong connection between herself and the natural

environment, Makida is establishing her sense of self as part of it-pure and beautiful. However,
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this relationship was interrupted by her puberty and following that those who are said to be
determined to destroy this innocence and beauty, as in:

.S PCOPID- 9 PAGETM- $2 899 ABIZEF TNG=: AWM APFD- A10% AT
1Ak : | hABS NdS ... ANG- ATDYE PATAT 247 -HNOTT T PIRNANTY 4
AAGENE... A% ... (Merek, 2017:442).

... there were girls that |1 would glance at and are fair and pretty as a result of their
comfortable life. When I see them like this, I wished to become them. ... While I was
wishing and being jealous ... men desired my immature chest and conspired not to forget

the day that | would be ripening ...

Unlike Bella and Mitik, Makida is attractive, outgoing and charming. She possesses innately
those qualities that Mitik only gains through an intense personal struggle. According to her
narrative she appears to be something of a rarity of beauty. However her beauty becomes a trap
and forced her life to take unexpected and dangerous turn. Now, | made this pretext part of the
analysis because later in her story Makida reinforced it by her account of Almazie’s malignant

deeds and after that the ill treatment of all the men she went out with.

The self narrative per se opens with the sentence: “A%18) ALNTHD- AY°K 1M (Merek,
2017:443). (“It is how they themselves told me:”) followed by a summary of her parents’ story:
their meeting, marriage and unfortunate straggle to better their life: “ANk ... AT ... AT ... h8C
A+ ... BNGA DUR APASYP: ... AL IrNGTD-HOD j @-P-4HM\ChH = A1L199™... MNGTaR AL
AL 1NC Pmivk: > (Merek, 2017:443). (“My father ... and ... my mother ... got married. ...
They work but what they earn does not cover more than food. ... I was born in the promising
years of their life. Again ... I was their hope.”). Then Makida goes on to provide some vital
information about herself and her parents, summarizing the first fifteen years of her life in order

to present them in an overview.

.. R8T & NA ... AéFD-HMT: = “PF YER?’  “ADh AUF P+ TNCA?” “yo-p
AT PTNZaR” ... AL ¢ ATSIATRD-ACYT AL TAT IRV A aReT N af
Ap KIBTEP-APTR: ... BIRPY WP ARBLI h11 BIF A, (P ¢m AT1RIHID 1141% :
(Merek, 2017:444).
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... When I get older, ... their controlling critic towards me became sharp. ... “Where did
you go?” “Where have you been?” “Who was that guy with you?” ... one day when mom
and | were working as usual on our small retailing business, she noticed that all the men
come to me. ... She lowered her voice and told me that starting from tomorrow, only she

will sell the bread.

This introductory section strongly signals an acknowledgment of the need to guide and orient the
reader while introducing him/her to an unfamiliar world. In this sense the story has a narrative
quality of tight chronological plot; hence in the case of Makida’s self narrative the beginning of
the narrative text (sjuzet) and the beginning of the chronological story (fabula) become similar.
The sub-title given to this introductory section “® BaFN¥’ (how I began) also points to the fact
that it is the beginning of the self-narrative.

This beginning, which briefly shows the family’s life situation, alludes to the significant role that
their poverty will play in the yet unknown important event of Makida’s life. So Makida gives
strong emphasis to her birth in to a poor family and also mark it as a significant event of her life.
It is where her first sense of self originated; she recognized herself as a poor girl, as in:
“‘h’am\e’ PNAM BT 18L PATP: AR PEIFM-haRENT hTREP NANE ja-: .. AP £11%
040, M hAT: > (Merek, 2017:447). (“There is nothing more decisive thing in life than
‘lineage’. My life started when I was born from Wondoson and Maldeya. ... Yeah, poverty has

its own down side.”).

This down side of poverty was expressed in Makida’s life as her parents’ failure to fulfill her
basic needs such as food and cloth, which led to her desire for a better life just as the girls she
mentioned in her pretext. She aspired to be them. This is the place where Almazie steps in to
fulfill the role of a mother as provider and comforter, something Makida's mother could not
afford. This interference disrupts the harmonious plot of her poverty-struck life story and pushes
it forward through the creation of identity conflicts fueled by tense events and moments. It

became one of the most important events and turning point of her life followed by significant
shifts in her identity: “AATHh 17 AhSF $9PT 199 @M : ~ (Merek, 2017:455). (“I stood

besides Almazie for a moment and my path changed”).
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She was raped and descended into the cheap road of prostitution, forever destroying her
childhood innocence. She then discussed the difficulties of inhabiting this new path of her life as
a conflict between two selves. She described feeling an increasing degree of disgust at what she
was becoming, as in: “°T7 Ufe U Nk HORR ATPRY PMal: . 0% yNC:: ... PUY 17C hahm.
PHLL aMA™: : » (Merek, 2017:442). (“But there was something I felt ... when I am back at
home after it’s all done. ... I felt like something left from within me.”). And also : ... PU¥

eNeyt+ N AP7 8% NE PORAT PUF T10FY aeehs: ” (Merek, 2017:481). (“... driven by

some feeling of emptiness | grew to be fond of things that seems and are insolent.”) .

Despite the fact that she joined this path against her will, now she clearly identifies herself as a
helper, and joined the men in their quest for sexual satisfaction. This change in attitude shows
her break from her childhood innocence and marks the emergence of a new identity construct.
The fact that she “felt like something left from within her” distinctly indicates the shift that has
taken place in her sense of self. Not long ago, Makida identified herself as a little innocent girl
under her parents’ control. But now she stepped up into her own right as a free woman and
started to see herself as Makida the sex-worker. This shift in identity powerfully reinforces the

constructionist assumption of the transient nature of the self.

Standing at this point of her life, Makida felt like she is far from meeting the expectations of the
role of the ‘good girl’. What she has become as a result of playing the role of a sex-worker may
have brought in-to her life the comfort she once desired, but simultaneously created two
conflicting selves in her, as in: “‘afg™ e+ U'S Y @-POR)F: = .. ag9° PtapHT 9o9™
agL ALY °T7 BPSA: 1 (Merek, 2017:482). (““The one everyone toyed with’, that is what
they find me to be. ... But the fact that | am nothing, the one everyone toyed with, is hard for

me.”).

For Makida her role as a sex-worker was an important way of claiming her sense of self. At this
point, this identity is recognized above all other identities. Therefore, playing this role occupies a
heightened significance in Makida’s sense of self. In the above quote, there are two distinct
selves; one who is nothing and a toy and the other who conflicts with this self and recognizes it

as inappropriate. These two selves exist in juxtaposition and are conflicting. This reflection on
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her sense of self, in turn serves to crystallize the tension between hegemonic images of women

and what she has actually become.

It is also worth noting here that Makida’s anxiety with imagined judgment of others’ of her
sexual behavior, represents the powerful impact that the society have on her life and sense of
self. She posed this description of herself in opposition to the socially constructed good girl
image. By doing so Makida interestingly reveals the identity she does not want to be defined by.
So when she engaged with this description of herself she was searching for a path that would
enable her to reconfigure and reassert a desired identity. The following quote further illustrates
this point: “NAT®I AANCT R APmh- o APAPNN Al 1 $ARYT NATE AG¥ZAU-..PATH
NI S Nk BCN PA CTEIPE TYE N 70U = AYEH Jaf AAGHIR..” (Merek, 2017:495). (“I
went out of the motel | frequented, half running and half crying. | would rather die eating my
roasted grain ... I grab soap and went to a toilet at the back of my house. I have never showered

like that before...”).

Here, there is an eruption of stored energies of dissatisfaction with her life. Her tears express a
bitter disappointment with the way she has turned out to be. To leave the place in this manner
can be a way of trying to find her own way in life and ultimately herself. After this incident,
Makida began to progressively recognize the futility and absurdity of her life. This is especially
noticeable in Makida’s reassessment of her previous expectations and the current status of her
life; stressing the contrast between what was imagined and what happened in reality: ‘“fB* 0918,
Manr TAT A0RET +beH PAUT NJ- PIM BAPMATA: 1 (Merek, 2017:486). (“Somehow, it
seems to me that my path has been engineered by some engineers and now | am standing at the

wrong place.”).

Notable in this statement is Makida’s awareness of the influence she has received from her
surrounding environment-the society. She does recognize that those significant people in her life
shaped her into who she is today and that they are also inseparable from what they have created,
as she clearly states: “NHARA 77 AL $0OA hUTh-AT 1% $A82” (Merek, 2017:566). (“But if |

am really trash, am | the one who is trash?”).

In this sense, her narrative does not only explore the story of her life but also focuses on the more

resounding intention of the community, who, as she claimed in her pretext, have conspired
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against her and seeks to destroy the fragile innocence of her childhood. The society is the beast
that destroyed the beauty of her childhood innocence. Based on this realization Makida came to a
decision that she must honor her individual complexity and reconfigure what she thought to be
her true self without caring what everyone else thinks about her. This decision was followed by
withdrawal from her role as a sex-worker in order to reassume the identity role of a pure girl, as
in: .. A9AIRY Nhdo NOTE- ACHF N5 = 47 AR AT+ A188% K718 ABCL APUh:”
(Merek, 2017:526). (“... hearing my refusal from my own mouth has brought me satisfaction.
Just like they saw me, | saw myself as strange.”).

This refusal was given as answer to a sex proposal by one of her clients. This furious action was
the beginning of Makida’s struggle for self restitution and recreation. The fact that Makida
observed this resistant self as “strange” is an indication of how much she has identified with her
identity role of a sex-worker and turning her back on it brings doubt regarding her sense of self.
This is a good illustration of Gergen’s claim of how the self cannot be ultimately known because

“For everything we know ‘to be true’ about ourselves, other voices within respond with doubt”.

It is also worth noting here that she has grown stronger to be able to take control of her life,
thereby indicating that she is not a mere puppet, but fully capable of thinking for herself. But her
internal struggle of competing identities, which is hinted in the above quote, was not as easy as

the external struggle she had with her clients.

o B 0% an® AATE 2 UAT ARPT RAD AL TN ATRE AMAVTD-:  P-hANKMD-AT8.
hAI AL RIOA AR NdC T AAD- 16U AGHY Pagh/M- 290 AR AAI™ AATD H ok :
(Merek, 2017:533).

...That night, I craved for a man. There were two of me on bed, right about to fell asleep.
While the one who is possessed remained on bed grabbing bed sheet, the other who tries

to be pure rose up to the world of dream.

This two competing selves have become a source of identity struggle for Makida. She is torn
apart by the opposing desires of these conflicting selves. Notable here is that the clear
recognition of two distinct selves, which emphasizes constructionists’ view of competing

identities as opposed to a core enduring self. Moreover, Gergen’s idea of ‘multiplicity of selves’
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is particularly reinforced in the following self observation of Makida: “4¥ 1Ww@- 0¥+ Y
RUTAU?” (Merek, 2017:556). (“If I count myself, how many thousands would | account for?”).

An opportunity opens for Makida when she was in the middle of this identity struggle and that
would push these conflicting selves further apart. She met Ezra who, unlike Almazie, inspired
her to change herself for the better. Her encounter with Ezra led to a discovery, which made her
further reassess her past, as in: “.. PIPRGH ATEUN: OIN% AHSY A7% 1@ (Merek,
2017:559-560). (“It was when | met Ezra that | realized that | have become what | hate.”). Then
she says: “AH NPADE, PAA AATR ATE: GAT PAU- OAA™: : A8+ AN : AA 908 PUh:
A% = AA (ke :  (Merek, 2017:522). (“When Ezra amused me, | felt like I am in another
worldly experience. Its unusualness draws me in. | felt like 1 have become another Makida.

Another woman.”).

By the time Makida met with Ezra Makida’s sense of self was predominantly aligned with her
position as a sex worker. So Ezra plays the role of a savior as her sense of self has been deeply
influenced and changed after their meeting. Her relationship with Ezra created possibilities of
transformation for her after the devastating experiences she had in her life. Therefore, Makida's
encounter with Ezra is a new transitional moment, a turning point for her to be followed by

identity work.

The reconstruction of her identity, as she further hinted, came from her experience of pure love
with Ezra. The beautiful girl falls for the ugly man, the beast, and he redeems her. He puts her on
this path of self retrieval and she recreates herself through this experience of pure love. This
brings a resolution to the conflict Makida felt from within regarding her journey away from her
childhood innocence. At the verge of destruction she regained control, which enabled her to start
a new life. The strength she found from this experience helped her not to look back and reassume
her other self-“the possessed one”. So even after her relationship with Ezra ended she continued

with her new path of reconstructing her sense of self.

AT N9 DA IC o 8N INCh: °r%: ... hAM IC PASTWID- (AT
AHAAIRP TR O°K EARAGR:  hAHE1a99P: .. NNAHECP tAhehe = (Merek, 2017:543).
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I went out with Ezra for few weeks. I was happy but,... | does not seem like the hours |
spent with him are going to be repeated for forever. They were not. ... | got infected with
bacteria.

This breakup puts the plot on fast wheels to accelerate towards its end. After her breakup with
Ezra on the event of her being diagnosed with a sexually transmitted disease, Makida remained
on track of her new life and identity work and this was possible because Ezra’s love was there in
her heart to influence her and she was not short of hope like the first time she encountered crisis
in her life. Ezra served as an important motivational force for the shift created in Makida’s
identity.

The ending paragraphs of Makida’s self-narrative show that she has found some kind of peace in
the environment of her parents’ new house as well as in herself. Her fresh surrounding and new
plan she has for her life through the college education she started depict the change and the
phasing off of the old self for the present awareness of the new transformed self. In this final part
of her narrative a new individual with a definite, concrete self comes out. This closure, however,
only works on the narrative’s surface level. On a deeper level, she is left to negotiate the story of
her former identity.

There are also some questions left unanswered in the end. For example the reason why she
remained passive for Ezra’s implicit request for remedial of their relationship is not clear. Thus,
the narrative ends with no indication if Makida would ever see Ezra again and whether their
relationship would continue. The narrative ends with the following two significant statements of

the last two paragraphs that indicate Makida’s desire to be with Ezra and her hope in the future.

However, as is the case with Ezra’s narrative ending, desire does not guarantee a happy ending.
“apy PIPTA : MH AATALS ANNIBEA®-hGE AT.! (Merek, 2017:583). (“I desire to scream.
In that darkness, with my mouth wide open, Ezra!”). and then finally she says: “0h&P M\ +r
ANgRILZNT “T79°A\ ¢% T (Merek, 2017:583). (“Until the sun sets and darkness falls,

‘tomorrow is another day’”).

To sum up, taking a glance at the beginning of Makida’s life story, her identity seems to be not
very complex at all, since she is an innocent happy little girl. But this changes when one pays

attention to the clues she left in her pretext. In her story, Makida clearly sought to construct a
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meaningful and unified narrative of the self by locating continuities in the roles of little girl
(daughter), sex worker and finally lover. She relates her journey from infantile innocence to adult
awareness and the transmutability of her identity unfolding through these phases is resonant.

By way of summarizing this analysis, | have presented my observation of the ways these five
character-narrators relate to their stories as follows. Bella is the extreme version. She identifies
too much with her problems, and gets lost in them creating multiple personalities. When she tries
to put the fragments of these multiple identities together, she ends up being nobody. Mitik, on
the other hand, has little understanding of who she is, as well as limited insight into the mystery
of her future, but she becomes aware of herself for the first time through the mirror reflection of
the society which leads to a process of self-reconstruction. Through confrontation with her
problematic identity, some self-understanding is achieved, and not stagnation and dissolution as

is the case with Bella.

The case is somewhat different for Menelik whose story of unsuccessful love affair is so
intertwined with his sense of self. This identification with the past as the source of his sense of
self is ended with Menelik vomiting out of disgust, at the sight of Fiameta on television. This
action enables him to let go of his obsession and thus return to the world of other experiences,
represented by his natural surrounding and family. He began to move away from his isolation,

and relate to other people and the outside world again.

Ezra’s strong cling to spirituality is embodied by the presence of religious belief, both at a
personal and familial level. However, he failed to lend his life to pure spirituality, as he was
imbued with a sensation of worldly desires. His transition unfolded through his relationship with
Makida but returned to an ambivalent state of two opposing subject positions. Makida on the
other hand, returned to something meaningful with the help of Ezra. Her encounter with Ezra
changed her views of herself, and she was able to break free out of her problematic past identity.
The importance of relationships in determining one’s sense of self is especially shown through
Makida, whose contact with Ezra became an important factor in her development, unlike Bella,
who failed at relationships, and Menelik, who only returned to his wife after his identity crisis

was OVer.

142



CHARTER FIVE: SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION
5.1. Summary

This dissertation began by introducing a problem, that if narratives are believed to contribute to
the construction of self, then how do they do so? Taking self to be a socially situated narrative
construct, the self narratives told by selected characters from Adam Retta’s two novels Yesinibit

Kelemat and Merek were used as a means to investigate this question.

Self was introduced as a complex concept in the literature review, and its relationship with
narrative was discussed. This relationship provided a basis for the methodological approach used
in the research, working within a social constructionist epistemology. Moreover, plot as a
fundamental element of narrative and a very important factor to organize life stories has received
due attention and reviewed. The review is completed by showing the difference between the
current study and previous studies done in the area, which diverge from this study with regards
to either the theory applied or the texts analyzed, or in general the concept of self is approached.

This gap led me to this study as an initial insight to explore self as a narrative construct.

The theoretical framework of the study is developed based on recent theoretical developments in
narrative identity studies, with a departure in social constructionist perspectives, where self is
conceived as a narrative construct embedded in social practices and contexts. Based on this, the
framework is designed to investigate the emergence of fictional selves as processes of identity
work in particular contexts, privileging the use of language. At the same time, attention was paid
to the broader socio-cultural systems influencing the construction of characters’ identities. In
addition to this, the framework incorporates plot construction as an important means of
organizing self narratives, specifically focusing on narrative beginnings and endings. Therefore,

the analytical framework is built integrating literary theory and identity theory from the
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perspective of constructionism, in order to investigate fictional characters’ identity construction

processes.

The analysis has featured five character-narrators, who are predominantly preoccupied with
relating their life stories. The self-narratives are analyzed within the above mentioned theoretical
and methodological framework inspired by a combination of social constructionist identity
theory and literary theory. The analysis proceeded focusing on concepts such as narrative
beginnings and endings, important life events, turning points and identity changes that are
important in narrative identity construction process. Analyzing these self-narratives has allowed
the complexity of the self to be revealed, whilst being explored for its various aspects, such as its
social and transient nature. The analysis also adds to the knowledge of narrative identity by
providing textual evidences to illustrate the idea that self is narratively constructed in social
contexts. The study is concluded with the research findings, limitations and implications for

future studies in the area.

| sought to answer the research questions | have asked at the beginning of this study by
examining selected self-narratives focusing on important life events. Following this and based on
the analysis in the previous chapter, | was able to come up with the following findings. First,
dominant stories are frequently found to be problem-loaded, i.e., the important life events that
characters choose to focus on when they tell their story are usually problematic. This is also in
line with Bruner’s conception of dominant stories as “problem-loaded” areas of self narratives.
Menelik, for instance, tells, in an incredible detail, how much he has suffered from
unreciprocated love, which finally puts him in his grave while Bella invested much of her
narrative to explain how the society’s ill treatment forced her to live shifting in between fake

identities.

Narrative beginnings and endings are structured in such a way that they can give significant
clues regarding where important life events are located in the overall self-narratives and their
role in shaping characters’ identities. Beginnings of the narrative texts, on the one hand, provided
valuable information regarding the points that the narrating subject wants to accentuate on in the
narrative to be unfolded. On the other hand, beginnings of the chronological story shade light on

familial influences on the identity of the narrating subject.
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In addition to this, multiple flashbacks situate three of the self-narratives with beginnings “in
medias res”, which in most cases served as indicator of the following chaotic life story with
conflicting selves and identity struggles. The fact that Bella begins and ends her story
complaining about Fiameta puts this woman at the center of her narrative, whereas Menelik
begins and ends his narrative with his death, which is caused by Fiameta, is illustrative of the

influence that significant other’s can exert in the construction of one’s narrative identity.

Regarding endings, Mitik and Makida, by the end of theirself narratives, made clear choices to
reconstruct their identities and dive into new sense of selves, whereas Bella and Ezra remain
trapped in the web of doubt as they face alternating choices whether to remain as they are or
embrace the changes in their sense of self and reconfigure their new identities. Menelik stands
unique among these five characters as his story is concluded with a definite end (death). The
open endings of two of the self-narratives prove to designate the ongoing nature of identity work.

Moreover, in relation to these important life events, three specific experiences recur as fertile
grounds from which characters draw strong sense of self. One of these experiences is perception
of the physical body. Apparently how the physical body is organized structurally matters in
shaping the characters’ identity. For instance, Mitik, Ezira and Bella were told by people around
them (significant others) that they were physically unattractive. These experiences are used by
these characters as important narrative resources to construct a diminished sense of self in their
self-narratives; the “I am ugly” identity construct, which is characterized by low self-esteem,

insecurity, fear and negativity.

Suffering proves to be the other common ground of the characters in their use of narrative
resources to construct their identities. Almost all the character-narrators whose stories are
analyzed in this study put suffering at the center of their self narratives. Menelik’s deprivation of
love, Bella’s familial displacement, Mitik’s and Makida’s poverty and Ezra’s sexual temptation
are all considered as important life experiences where the respective characters’ sense of selves
are invested. Suffering thus, has become an emergence point of identities characterized by the

feelings of incompleteness, unhappiness, shame and pessimism.

The other such recurring experience that characters draw their identities from is relationship. The

characters’ stories are profoundly relationship stories, i.e., stories about themselves as relational
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beings. Relations with others are central not only to the formation of the narrators’ identity, but
also to sustaining it in a secured way. Lack or loss of these relationship ties are at the heart of
some of the characters’ crises, while for others new relationships have become important anchors
in their new life situations. Menelik’s incompleteness was the result of absence of such
relationship in his life while its presence in Makida’s life became an important factor in the
reconfiguration of her identity. The subject narratives, therefore, exhibit the way that the
interplay with other human beings influences how a person defines who he/she is. In general, the
analysis has illustrated how important life experiences, which constitute dominant stories,

become narrative resources where characters rely on when constructing their identity.

Second, turning points are characterized by surprising incidents powerful enough to shake the
foundation of characters’ established identities followed by brief moments of confusion or
emptiness as to how to define the self. This can be seen in the individual emotions that followed
when characters confronted unexpected situations, difficulties and problems and find themselves
being unable to articulate these experiences. The case is best illustrated in the narrative of Bella
who, at some point in her life met with an incident that led to the collapse of her narrative
identity. All the narratives she has been using to define herself suddenly stopped making sense
and she was unable to tell who she is anymore. She had to go through a brief moment of
emptiness or not knowing who she is before coming up with new narratives to define the self.
Menelik has also passed through a similar path when he faced the greatest delusion of his life.
Ezra ended up questioning his religious views that he was defined by, while Makida was
overwhelmed by the sudden slip up of her childhood innocence. Turning points also involved
profound shifts in the narrators’ identity. These shifts in turn accelerate the plot’s progress by

bringing characters’ transformation.

Third, identity changes are mainly triggered by influences from significant others (society),
followed by sudden and enlightening realizations about the self. For instance it was the society
that first pointed out for Mitik that her boyish behaviors were in opposition with her gender
identity and later she realized that she can be better appreciated with an identity constituting
more feminine qualities. Bella and Menelik started questioning the stories they had lived by the

minute they learned that they both have been manipulated by her best friend her entire life. This
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incident was followed by a sudden realization that she can no longer be defined by her old stories
and that there is a need for alternative narratives to define the self.

In addition to this identity changes are met with resistance or dilemma when the change is
undesired and is accepted with open heart when it is desirable. Mitik had a very hard time
changing her boyish behaviors, which the society pointed out as inappropriate, because she
favored masculine qualities rather than feminine ones. So the entire process of identity change is
characterized by resisting the pull of significant others (society). Ezra’s transition from being a
true worshiper to a sexually corrupted sinner, on the other hand, was dilemmatic. Menelik and
Bella are more open to identity change mainly because it heralded the end of a suffering identity
and the emergence of a new desirable sense of self. In all these processes of identity construction
the way the characters’ identities develop and continuously change shows the nature of self in its
volatility and transformation. To sum up, the common denominator in the five self-narratives
analyzed in the previous chapter is identity change; a motion from childhood innocence to

adulthood self awareness.
5.2. Conclusion

The aim of this study has been to contribute to the understanding of the narrative construction of
self, as representing the interplay between self and narrative. Based on this, the study approached
fictional selves, as narrative constructs, with heavy reliance on conceptualizations of narrative
identity theory from a constructionist perspective and theory of plot in literary criticism. The
application of social constructionist theory of narrative self-construction in conjunction with
literary theory of plot, narrative beginnings and endings, to Adam Retta’s two Amharic novels
Yesinibit Kelemat and Merek has been an extremely useful tool for understanding the process of
narrative self-construction of the five characters analyzed in this study. Furthermore, the use of
this combined framework to analyze literary texts, has given new inspirational perspectives and
provided alternative ways of studying fictional identity making, as well as inspire hew models

with which to build literary analytical frameworks.

Throughout this study, | have argued that a preoccupation with the power of narrative to create
identities is a defining feature of Adam’s novels, Yesinibit Kelemat and Merek. The five

character-narrators whose life stories are analyzed in this study, developed coherent self-
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narratives with ascending plots and a central dominant story around which the trajectories of
important life events revolved to construct their identities. As a result each narrative has become
an attempt by the narrator to participate in his/her own self-construction, making the recurring
theme of identity present throughout both these novels. Hence, the narrative technique Adam
employed in these novels provided an arena in which it was possible to deal with the complexity
of narration as a means of forming identities. What is seen in the analysis presented in chapter
four was all five self-narratives coincide in the notable emphasis placed on the fact that humans

have a natural tendency to give narrative shape to their lives.

The research findings, presented in section 5.1., revealed that these character-narrators were
actively engaged in sense-making of their experiences and in the production of narrative
identities where they construct social, yet independent, selves. The narrators’ self-presentation
offers the invaluable advantage to display identities by recounting events and actions which are
indicative of the claimed identities. Each narrative alternates between the experiences of
important life events and their consequences, slowly building up an intertwining sense of causes
and effects and the interconnections of seemingly disparate events and people. The stories, then,
can be read as arenas of identity making, where the plot functions as a description of self-

formation.

One of the trends seen in this process of self-construction is to contextualize one’s life by
embedding it in the family history for the purpose of gaining insight into the past and direction
for the future. As such, early parts of life such as birth and pre-birth narratives are integrated into
the self. Integrating these narratives into the life story enabled the narrators to understand and
also question parental views of themselves. By including information about the early personal
history, the characters also indicate the familial and social influences on their identity

development.

Insecurity related to physical unattractiveness is a recurrent identity motif in the subject
narratives and envelops most of the characters’ narrative identity construction. It appears to be
one of the most striking similarities among these narrators as they all perceive the physical body
as the most defining attribute of the self. It is evident, then, that a person’s physical appearance is

a strong element of his/her identity, and as such can work as a useful tool in self-construction. As
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Egri (1960) puts it, “A character is the sum total of her physical make-up and the influences her

environment exerts upon her at that particular moment™ (1960:49).

The struggle and strife as a recurrent motif in the subject narratives reveal the identity
construction process of each character and the plot lays bare the thread of each character as each
chronicles his/her story critically and in detail. Alterations of most of characters’ identity took
place not subtly and smoothly but suddenly and drastically. For instance, Menelik and Bella’s
instant transformation is all but unexpected. However, these identity changes have occurred by
contextually justified causes in the self-narratives.

The struggles with identity formation that characters go through in the five self-narratives, have
different outcomes depending on how well the protagonists are able to create and sustain the
narratives of their own selves, as well as learn from their past. Notable here is that, not all
characters align themselves with the shifts taking place in their identity; nonetheless, such
struggles came to be an integral part of their identity construction process. The many identity
changes that these character-narrators have gone through in their lifetimes emphasize the social
constructionists’ conviction to multiple and ever changing identities rather than one enduring
self. Moreover, transitional moments are located in the climax and end of the self-narratives,
signaling subsequently possibility of new beginning in the life of the characters, thus attaining a

narratological functions at well.

Some of the self-narratives analyzed begin unexpectedly and some end without definite
conclusion. Multiple flashbacks situate these narratives with beginnings in medias res, while
delaying the chronological starting point. The sudden openings of these narratives emphasize
that in our postmodern world, each moment is potentially capable of bringing dramatic change in
individual’s life. On the other hand, by undermining the traditional rules of closure, these self-
narratives also highlight the importance of continued negotiation and necessary in self-
construction. The open-ended closures therefore, reflect the postmodern vision of the world as
constituted by ongoing choices, a world without comforting finality. In this sense, the self-
narratives endings resemble more the unpredictable entanglement of real life than the usual
orderliness of fiction. Through these character-narrators we realize the human nature and its

aspects, mainly in our postmodern life and it complexities.
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In general, this dissertation illustrates how self-construction is an ongoing social and narrative
practice. Thus, constructing one’s identity is not a task to be solved or something to be settled
once and for all. Narrative construction of identity emphasizes how individuals manage and
balance everyday life experiences through the force of narrative reconstruction in social contexts.

Individuals emerge from and are embedded in social interaction and context.

The characters’ journey to self-construction reveals that consistency is not something to be
expected from humans, in the sense that our identities depend on change more than our stable
qualities. We have the ability to identify with many different identities and it is through this
continuous process of defining ourselves that we realize who we are. In this case, Adam certainly
has suggested that there is no ultimate truth about the self. His novels depict the individual’s
struggle at finding out who he/she is and highlight the problematic nature of identity formation.

Before concluding this final chapter of the study it is important to reflect up on some of the
limitations and future research directions of the study. Undertaking a research project entails a
long range of decisions, and many choices have to be made. These choices, which specify the
research field and framework, make some investigations possible and limit others. Accordingly,
one limitation and consideration for future research concerns that can be mentioned in this study
is the criteria used to select the subject narratives of the study and methods of data collection. 1
used only first person narratives for the analysis because the self-construction process can be
better illustrated when the narratives are presented by their owners. Moreover, due to the
research object being narrative identity and the positioning of the research within a framework of
narrative study, the method of data collection was through textual excerpts in order to bring forth
important life story accounts. This small sample size, which is caused by time and space
constraints, and the researcher’s choice of purposeful selection of text excerpts have limited the

study’s potential to explore a wider sample size of textual excerpts.

Moreover, “identity work™ can also take place through characters “dialogues” and “monologues”
and other ways of narrative techniques in the third person perspective narratives. However, the
selection of narratives in this study has excluded such third person narrator stories which may
have also provided a new perspective in relation to characters’ narrative identity construction.
Future research into characters’ narrative identity construction perhaps then should focus on the

selection of a wider range of narrative perspectives within fictional texts. In addition to this, the
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focus on few selected important life events in the subject self-narratives may have limited the
research by allowing the selected segments to be part of the analysis and leaving the rest. Future
research may consider incorporating other parts of the narratives; such as stories other than the

dominant ones, in order to enable more accurate generalizations about the novels.

An additional limitation is related to the researches analytical framework designed to uncover the
complex process of narrative self-construction. The analysis relied on very few concepts of
narrative identity theory from the perspective of social constructionism and a single fictional
element from literary theory. This potentially delimits very clear cut conclusions and perhaps
makes the findings relatively complex. Future inquiry frameworks could incorporate more
insights of identity theory concepts of literary theory to enable a more wide-ranging investigation
of identity construction processes. A further limitation of the research is reliance on translation.
As translation is a process during which inevitably something is lost and subtle changes in the

meanings of phrases and words occur, this limitation was inevitable.

With the above mentioned limitations in mind, to further validate or revise the findings of this
study, researches, using larger samples of the two novels (Yesinibit Kelemat and Merek) and
better interdisciplinary frameworks, are called forth. Research on this topic could also include
theories other than constructionism in order to unravel the complexities of self construction.
Since this study focused on fictional texts a similar study on non-fictional narratives; such as
biography, autobiography and memoire, might reveal important similarities between real life

individuals and fictional characters’ identity-making.

In conclusion, the aim of the study has been met to the extent that a greater understanding has
been gained of the ways in which narratives contribute to identity. It is anticipated that the
findings reported here go some way towards directing attention to and extending our
understanding of the self. While the research process has some limitations, this dissertation is
believed to have made a contribution, which develops this understanding. It has shown that the
analysis of narratives in the context of identity construction can indeed be a fruitful exercise in
the quest to understand the self. Hopefully this minor contribution will be of use in other efforts

to understand this highly sophisticated subject.
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APPENDIX A: Story Synopsis of Yesinibit Kelemat

Tekola, a middle-age man, who is married to Jimmawork, a girl young enough to be his
daughter, sat in his car thinking about his recent suspicion of his wife’s infidelity. He is sure that
he saw her talking to another man on her way home from her night school class, when the fact is
that the man he thought he saw is Jimmawork’s classmate, a girl, who dresses and acts like a
boy. He could not understand why she would see other men when they have love that most
people wish for and now he is worried by the way that this case is affecting their marriage. Their
relationship has taken an unexpected turn splashing their warm marriage with coldness, and now
they barely talk to each other. He was immersed in this thought when his age old friend, Bella,
who was passing by, knocked at his car’s window to say hi, and get him out of his misery for a

moment.

Bella is a half-cast woman in her forties, who is born from an Italian priest and an Eritrean nun,
and adopted shortly after her birth by an Eritrean family. She grew up in the middle of intense
suffering caused by familial displacement, discriminating society and sexually abusive male
guardian. Because of her “unattractive” half-cast physical appearance she suffered from insults
and humiliating remarks and none of the boys of her age were interested in any kind of romantic
relationships with her. This made her loose trust and interest in the society among which she
grew up and become cold and bitter. So, as she gets older she tries to take cover in fake social
relations one of which being her friendship with her school mate Fiameta, who remained to be
her friend even in her adulthood. Fiameta’s exceptional beauty affords her the attention of all
kinds of boys and Bella uses this as a shield to hide from brutal criticisms by diverting attention

to her friend as she stands next to her.

Menelik was one of these boys who fell for Fiameta’s beauty. In contrast to her reluctance and
shrewdness in ignoring him, Menelik kept Fiameta in his love-struck heart for most of his life.
After completing high school Fiameta left for USA putting a great time and space gap between
them. This unreciprocated love ruined most part of Menelik’s life, including his unfaithfulness to
his marriage with Zufan and his inability to be a good father to his children. He died in the
middle of this life after being infected by a mysterious disease, which puts him in his grave in
less than a weak. However, he was given a second chance on life by a demigod called

Menkobiaw and returned to life right before his grave was closed on him.



Menkobiaw is a thumb-sized tiny demigod, who is born from a god and a princess some few
thousand years ago. He is imbued with a supernatural power that enables him to stay alive on
earth through the ages and perform other extraordinary things such as communicating with
animals, sleeping for hundreds of years and appearing in people’s dreams. However, his
extended life on earth came to an end after meeting with a young girl called Mitik, whom he
thought is the ultimate fulfillment of his existence on earth.

Mitik, a good family friend of Menelik and Zufan, is a teenage girl living in absolute poverty
with her widowed mother. She struggles to fulfill her basic needs by working with her mother in
their small business, where they sell fruits and vegetables. Her life is further complicated by her
extraordinary pregnancy, as she has conceived from the demigod, Menkobiaw, while she is still a
virgin. It was at this point she met with Yoseph, the physician, who grow fond of her as he was
trying to explain her mysterious pregnancy.

Yoseph, a young doctor, who has led a lonely life for quite some time, has recently found love
with a pharmacist called Hibist, who loved him back and agreed to live with him under a
marriage. Their marriage was blessed with a son named Ibsa and led a happy family life until it
was interrupted by Hibist’s best friend Salayish, who was jealous of them and destroyed their
marriage by employing a very effective method she designed to make Hibist think that her
husband is unfaithful. Their marriage was concluded with a divorce after their child Ibsa died

with a cause that can be traced back to their severe marital problems.

In the end Tekola realizes his mistakes and returned to being the loving husband he has always
been to his wife Jimmawork. Bella, on the other hand encountered a sudden moment of
realization that made her understand that the life she has led so far with fake social relations has
cost her a lot and that she needs to change and open her heart for love and kindness. While
Minilik’s second chance on life gave him a space to realize what he has missed in life, regret his
past and repent, Menkobiaw procreated with Mitik to replace himself with an exact same tiny
demigod as himself, a son, and vanished in tin air once and for all. Mitik found peace with her
mysterious pregnancy coming to an end with the birth of a supernatural being, a tiny demigod,
and her financial problems solved with the miraculous riches brought to her by Menkobiaw,

whereas, Yoseph finds love with Mitik and become happy once again.



APPENDIX B: Story Synopsis of Merek

Born in to a middle class family, Alazar grew up in a relatively comfortable life situation. As a
child he was spoiled by his mother, grandmother and nanny, and led a happy childhood with the
children in his neighborhood. When he was a teenager, he fell in love with a girl, Tebareki, who
lived in the same village as his. They loved each other in innocence and enjoyed some romantic
days together before the period’s political conditions (the revolution and its aftermath) start to
affect them. Tebareki had to join a political party (an opposition) and became seriously engaged
in the party’s agendas, which created a big gab in their relationship. Alazar was also affected, in
his own way, by the chaos of this specific period. He had no option but to flee the country in
darkness so as to escape the unavoidable national duty of participating in the civil war that the
country was in at the time. But before their relationship ended with Alazar’s departure, Tebareki

conceived from Alazar, who went abroad right after and without being aware of the incident.

Ezra, a best friend and age mate of Alazar, is a man who leads a spiritual life with his priest
father. As a child he attended both the traditional and modern education in the country and has
served as a deacon in one of the churches in Addis Ababa, which contributed to his strict
spirituality. When his father died, he inherited the hotel, which was the source of income for the
life he led with his father. After the hotel became his, he made several changes and created it
anew, which made it the best hotel in the area. Ezra become rich and gets recognition of others
for his effort. Then a moment came in his life that changed his path, he fell in love with a young,
beautiful girl, Makida. He was forced to break away from the path of his spirituality and sinning
and disgracing his body was inevitable in the face of this powerful love. Though he managed to
express his love and be with this girl, their relationship did not stayed for long because of
Makida’s unfaithfulness, which caused them both to be infected with a Sexually Transmitted

Disease.

In the end, Tebareki, after having Alazar’s child, married another guy and settled her life with
him, despite her deep love for Alazar. Whereas, Alazar went abroad and never returned to his
home land again, and this left him unaware of the existence of his child. Ezra and Makida
breakup, and though there are some clues that they both wish to get back together and resume

their relationship, the story ends without this happening.



