Jan Alber: [00:00:00] Half an hour ago there was a moment that thrilled me.

A word, a word we all knew in the pet shop, was just the right word after all. This guy with his cowboy belt buckle and rattlesnake boots and his pasty face and his twanging words of love trailed after my wife, through the den, past my cage, and I said, “Cracker.” He even flipped his head back a little at this in surprise.

He’d been called that before to his face, I realized. I said it again, “Cracker.” But to him I was a bird and he let it pass. “Cracker,” I said. “Hello, cracker.” 

Jim Phelan: This is Jim Phelan, Director of Project Narrative at the Ohio State University, and I'd like to welcome you to the Project Narrative Podcast. In a typical episode, a narrative theorist selects a short narrative to read and discuss with me. Today I'll be talking with Jan [00:01:00] Alber, who has selected a short story called "Jealous Husband Returns in Form of a Parrot",
which was first published in _The New Yorker_ in 1995, and then included in Robert Olen Butler's 1997 volume entitled _Tabloid Dreams: A Collection_. Jan Alber is a Professor in the Department of English and American Literature and Culture at the University of Giessen in Germany. Jan has done pioneering work in the study of unnatural narratives and unnatural narratology, with his 2016 book, Unnatural Narrative: Impossible Worlds in Fiction and Drama, a major contribution to that subfield of narrative studies. Jan has also done important work on empirical approaches to narrative, on postmodern and post postmodern narrative, on narrative ethics, on the relations of narrative, theoretical approaches to each other, and many other subjects. A past president of the International Society for the [00:02:00] Study of Narrative, Jan has shown himself to be an excellent collaborator and interlocutor with other scholars, both in his published work and in his interactions at conferences.
To take just one example, during the COVID-19 pandemic, Jan worked with Jessica Jumpertz and Deborah de Muijnck to organize over Zoom a series of lectures about narrative and the pandemic. Jan, Jessica, and Deborah then co-edited the essays in a volume called _Pandemic Storytelling_, which appeared earlier this year.
Jan, welcome to the podcast.
Jan Alber: Thank you for having me. It's an honor to be here. 
Jim Phelan: Great to have you. So, is there anything you'd like our listeners to pay special attention to as you read Butler's story? 
Jan Alber: Yeah, if they could pay attention to the question of whether there is any development that they notice regarding the character narrator and also whether there is an ethical agenda hidden behind the overall playfulness, that would be great.
Jim Phelan: Alright, excellent. [00:03:00] Now, here's Jan Alber reading Robert Olen Butler's "Jealous Husband Returns in Form of a Parrot".
Jan Alber: I never can quite say as much as I know. I look at other parrots and I wonder if it’s the same for them, if somebody is trapped in each of them paying some kind of price for living their life in a certain way. For instance, “Hello,” I say, and I’m sitting on a perch in a pet store in Houston and what I’m really thinking is Holy shit.
It’s you. And what’s happened is I’m looking at my wife.“Hello,” she says, and she comes over to me and I can’t believe how beautiful she is. Those great brown eyes, almost as dark as the center of mine. And her nose—I don’t remember her for her nose but its beauty is clear to me now. Her nose is a little too long, but it’s redeemed by the faint hook to it.She scratches the back of my neck.Her touch makes my tail [00:04:00] flare.
I feel the stretch and rustle of me back there. I bend my head to her and she whispers, “Pretty bird.”For a moment I think she knows it’s me. But she doesn’t, of course. I say “Hello” again and I will eventually pick up “pretty bird.” I can tell that as soon as she says it, but for now I can only give her another hello.
Her fingertips move through my feathers and she seems to know about birds. She knows that to pet a bird you don’t smooth his feathers down, you ruffle them.But of course she did that in my human life, as well. It’s all the same for her. Not that I was complaining, even to myself, at that moment in the pet shop when she found me like I presume she was supposed to.
She said it again, “Pretty bird,” and this brain that works like it does now could feel that tiny little voice of mine ready to shape itself around these sounds. But before I could get them out of my beak there was this guy at my wife’s shoulder and all my [00:05:00] feathers went slick flat like to make me small enough not to be seen and I backed away.
The pupils of my eyes pinned and dilated and pinned again.He circled around her. A guy that looked like a meat packer, big in the chest and thick with hair, the kind of guy that I always sensed her eyes moving to when I was alive. I had a bare chest and I’d look for little black hairs on the sheets when I’d come home on a day with the whiff of somebody else in the air.
She was still in the same goddamn rut.A “hello” wouldn’t do and I’d recently learned “good night” but it was the wrong suggestion altogether, so I said nothing and the guy circled her and he was looking at me with a smug little smile and I fluffed up all my feathers, made myself about twice as big, so big he’d see he couldn’t mess with me.
I waited for him to draw close enough for me to take off the tip of his [00:06:00] finger.But she intervened. Those nut-brown eyes were before me and she said, “I want him.”And that’s how I ended up in my own house once again. She bought me a large black wrought-iron cage, very large, convinced by some young guy who clerked in the bird department and who took her aside and made his voice go much too soft when he was doing the selling job.
The meat packer didn’t like it. I didn’t either. I’d missed a lot of - chances to take a bite out of this clerk in my stay at the shop and I regretted that suddenly.But I got my giant cage and I guess I’m happy enough about that. I can pace as much as I want. I can hang upside down. It’s full of bird toys.
That dangling thing over there with knots and strips of rawhide and a bell at the bottom needs a good thrashing a couple of times a day and I’m the bird to do it. I look at the very dangle of it and the thing is rough, the rawhide and the [00:07:00] knotted rope, and I get this restlessness back in my tail, a burning thrashing feeling, and it’s like all the times when I was sure there was a man naked with my wife.
Then I go to this thing that feels so familiar and I bite and bite and it’s very good.I could have used the thing the last day I went out of this house as a man. I’d found the address of the new guy at my wife’s office. He’d been there a month in the shipping department and three times she’d mentioned him.
She didn’t even have to work with him and three times I heard about him, just dropped into the conversation. “Oh,” she’d say when a car commercial came on the television, “that car there is like the one the new man in shipping owns. Just like it.” Hey, I’m not stupid. She said another thing about him and then another and right after the third one I locked myself in the bathroom because I couldn’t rage about this anymore.
I felt like a damn fool whenever I actually said anything about this kind of [00:08:00] feeling and she looked at me like she could start hating me real easy and so I was working on saying nothing, even if it meant locking myself up. My goal was to hold my tongue about half the time. That would be a good start.But this guy from shipping.
I found out his name and his address and it was one of her typical Saturday afternoons of vague shopping. So I went to his house, and his car that was just like the commercial was outside. Nobody was around in the neighborhood and there was this big tree in the back of the house going up to a second floor window that was making funny little sounds.
I went up. The shade was drawn but not quite all the way. I was holding on to a limb with arms and legs wrapped around it like it was her in those times when I could forget the others for a little while. But the crack in the shade was just out of view and I crawled on along till there was no limb [00:09:00] left and I fell on my head.
Thinking about that now, my wings flap and I feel myself lift up and it all seems so avoidable. Though I know I’m different now. I’m a bird.Except I’m not. That’s what’s confusing. It’s like those times when she would tell me she loved me and I actually believed her and maybe it was true and we clung to each other in bed and at times like that I was different.
I was the man in her life. I was whole with her. Except even at that moment, holding her sweetly, there was this other creature inside me who knew a lot more about it and couldn’t quite put all the evidence together to speak.My cage sits in the den. My pool table is gone and the cage is sitting in that space and if I come all the way down to one end of my perch I can see through the door and down the back hallway to the master bedroom.
When she keeps the bedroom door open I can see [00:10:00] the space at the foot of the bed but not the bed itself. That I can sense to the left,just out of sight. I watch the men go in and I hear the sounds but I can’t quite see. And they drive me crazy. I flap my wings and I squawk and I fluff up and I slick down and I throw seed and Iattack that dangly toy as if it was the guy’s balls, but it does no good.
It never did any good in the other life either, the thrashing around I did by myself. In that other life I’d have given anything to be standing in this den with her doing this thing with some other guy just down the hall and all I had to do was walk down there and turn the corner and she couldn’t deny it anymore.But now all I can do is try to let it go.
I sidestep down to the opposite end of the cage and I look out the big sliding glass doors to the backyard. It’s a pretty yard. There are great [00:11:00] placid maple trees with good places to roost. There’s a blue sky that plucks at the feathers on my chest. There are clouds. Other birds. Fly away. I could just fly away.I tried once and I learned a lesson.
She forgot and left the door to my cage open and I climbed beak and foot, beak and foot, along the bars and curled around to stretch sideways out the door and the vast scene of peace was there at the other end of the room. I flew.And a pain flared through my head and I fell straight down and the room whirled around and the only good thing was she held me.
She put her hands under my wings and lifted me and clutched me to her breast and I wish there hadn’t been bees in my head at the time so I could have enjoyed that, but she put me back in the cage and wept awhile.That touched me, her tears. And I looked back to the wall of sky and trees. There was something invisible there between me and that dream of peace.
I remembered, eventually, about [00:12:00] glass, and I knew I’d been lucky, I knew that for the little fragile-boned skull I was doing all this thinking in, it meant death.She wept that day but by the night she had another man. A guy with a thick Georgia truck-stop accent and pale white skin and an Adam’s apple big as my seed ball.
This guy has been around for a few weeks and he makes a whooping sound down the hallway, just out of my sight. At times like that I want to fly against the bars of the cage, but I don’t. I have to remember how the world has changed.She’s single now, of course. Her husband, the man that I was, is dead to her.
She does not understand all that is behind my “hello.” I know many words, for a parrot. I am a yellow-nape Amazon, a handsome bird, I think, green with a splash of yellow at the back of my neck. I talk pretty well, but none of my words are adequate. I can’t make her understand.And what would I say if I could?[00:13:00] 
I was jealous in life. I admit it. I would admit it to her. But it was because of my connection to her. I would explain that. When we held each other, I had no past at all, no present but her body, no future but to lie there and not let her go. I was an egg hatched beneath her crouching body, I entered as a chick into her wet sky of a body, and all that I wished was to sit on her shoulder and fluff my feathers and lay my head against her cheek, my neck exposed to her hand.
And so the glances
that I could see in her troubled me deeply, the movement of her eyes in public to other men, the laughs sent across a room, the tracking of her mind behind her blank eyes, pursuing images of others, her distraction even in our bed, the ghosts that were there of men who’d touched her, perhaps even that very day.
I was not part of all those other men who were part of her. I didn’t want to connect to all [00:14:00] that. It was only her that I would fluff for but these others were there also and I couldn’t put them aside. I sensed them inside her and so they were inside me. If I had the words, these are the things I would say But 
half an hour ago there was a moment that thrilled me.
A word, a word we all knew in the pet shop, was just the right word after all. This guy with his cowboy belt buckle and rattlesnake boots and his pasty face and his twanging words of love trailed after my wife, through the den, past my cage, and I said, “Cracker.” He even flipped his head back a little at this in surprise.
He’d been called that before to his face, I realized. I said it again, “Cracker.” But to him I was a bird and he let it pass. “Cracker,” I said. “Hello, cracker.” 
That was even better. They were out of sight through the hall doorway and I hustled along the perch and I caught a glimpse of them [00:15:00] before they made the turn to the bed and I said, “Hello, cracker,” and he shot me one last glance.It made me hopeful.
I eased away from that end of the cage, moved toward the scene of peace beyond the far wall. The sky is chalky blue today, blue like the brow of the blue-front Amazon who was on the perch next to me for about a week at the store. She was very sweet, but I watched her carefully for a day or two when she first came in.
And it wasn’t long before she nuzzled up to a cockatoo named Gordo and I knew she’d break my heart. But her color now in the sky is sweet, really. I left all those feelings behind me when my wife showed up. I am a faithful man, for all my suspicions. Too faithful, maybe. I am ready to give too much and maybe that’s the problem.The whooping began down the hall and I focused on a tree out there.
A crow flapped down, his mouth open, his throat throbbing, though I could not hear his sound. I was [00:16:00] feeling very odd. At least I’d made my point to the guy in the other room. “Pretty bird,” I said, referring to myself. She called me “pretty bird” and I believed her and I told myself again, “Pretty bird.”But then something new happened, something very difficult for me.
She appeared in the den naked. I have not seen her naked since I fell from the tree and had no wings to fly. She always had a certain tidiness in things. She was naked in the bedroom, clothed in the den. But now she appears from the hallway and I look at her and she is still slim and she is beautiful, I think—at least I clearly remember that as her husband I found her beautiful in this state.
Now, though, she seems too naked. Plucked. I find that a sad thing. I am sorry for her and she goes by me and she disappears into the kitchen. I want to pluck some of my own feathers, the feathers from my chest, and give them to her. I love her more in that moment, seeing her terrible nakedness, than I ever have before.And since I’ve had success in the last few minutes with words, when [00:17:00] she comes back I am moved to speak.
“Hello,” I say, meaning, You are still connected to me, I still want only you. “Hello,” I say again. Please listen to this tiny heart that beats fast at all times for you.And she does indeed stop and she comes to me and bends to me. “Pretty bird,” I say and I am saying, You are beautiful, my wife, and your beauty cries out for protection.
“Pretty.” I want to cover you with my own nakedness. “Bad bird,” I say. If there are others in your life, even in your mind, then there is nothing I can do. “Bad.” Your nakedness is touched from inside by the others. “Open,” I say. How can we be whole together if you are not empty in the place that I am to fill?She smiles at this and she opens the door to my cage.
“Up,” I say, meaning, Is there no place for me in this world where I can be free of this terrible sense of others?She reaches in now and offers her hand and I climb onto it and I tremble and she says, “Poor baby.”“Poor [00:18:00] baby,” I say. You have yearned for wholeness too and somehow I failed you. I was not enough.
“Bad bird,” I say. I’m sorry.And then the cracker comes around the corner. He wears only his rattlesnake boots. I take one look at his miserable, featherless body and shake my head. We keep our sexual parts hidden, we parrots, and this man is a pitiful sight. “Peanut,” I say. I presume that my wife simply has not noticed.
But that’s foolish, of course. This is, in fact, what she wants. Not me. And she scrapes me off her hand onto the open cage door and she turns her naked back to me and embraces this man and they laugh and stagger in their embrace around the corner.For a moment I still think I’ve been eloquent. What I’ve said only needs repeating for it to have its transforming effect.
“Hello,” I say. “Hello. Pretty bird. Pretty. Bad bird. Bad. Open. Up. Poor baby. Bad bird.” And I am beginning to hear myself as I really sound to her. “Peanut.” [00:19:00] I can never say what is in my heart to her. Never.I stand on my cage door now and my wings stir. I look at the corner to the hallway and down at the end the whooping has begun again.
I can fly there and think of things to do about all this.But I do not. I turn instead and I look at the trees moving just beyond the other end of the room. I look at the sky the color of the brow of a blue-front Amazon. A shadow of birds spanks across the lawn. And I spread my wings. I will fly now. Even though I know there is something between me and that place where I can be free of all these feelings, I will fly.
I will throw myself there again and again. Pretty bird. Bad bird. Good night.
So Jan, thanks for that reading of the story. I know we'll get into some of the narratological details of Butler's storytelling, but perhaps it'd help to start by placing it in [00:20:00] its literary historical context. You know, we think about the mid 1990s, we'd say, well, it seems to be the tail end of the postmodern period, or perhaps use the term that Brian McHale has suggested,
the interregnum between postmodernism and the yet to be consolidated next period, whether we call it post postmodernism or meta modernism or something else. So, what are your thoughts about the period characteristics of the story?
I think that the short story is a relatively prototypical example of postmodernism in the sense of playful metafictionality.
Jim Phelan: Okay. 
Jan Alber: It also contains an unnatural scenario, namely the animal narrator, right, which calls for an explanation or perhaps naturalization at the same time; however, I feel that the narrator develops as a parrot so that there is a, a glimpse of an ethical [00:21:00] agenda at the end, and one might argue that the short story gravitates towards post postmodernism because it uses metafictionality with an ethical purpose.
So overall, I think that Brian's notion of the interregnum, which suggests some kind of in betweenness is, is very helpful. So, I would locate the short story between these two. 
Jim Phelan: Yeah. Okay. Yeah, that makes a lot of sense. And just to, you know, add a little bit to what you said in terms of the way Brian's been thinking that it is sort playing with ontology in the sense that we have this animal who's a human and a human who's an animal and what is, what's the nature of this world that we're entering into? And, and Butler just sort of gives us that, right. It's a kind of given that this can happen and so on. So, yeah. Okay, good. So that's nice to think about it in the interregnum and somewhere between what we think of as postmodernism and our current period.
Good. And I think another sort of general [00:22:00] feature that's worth discussing is the idea of the title, "Jealous Husband Returns in Form of Parrot". It sounds like a tabloid headline. You know, and as we said, it's in a collection called _Tabloid Dreams_. But you know, should we see it published in _The New Yorker_, we're thinking it's not gonna be a straight tabloid story. So what do you, what do you make of the title and what kind of signals is it giving its readers? 
Jan Alber: Yeah, so I, I would agree the title reads like a headline in a tabloid newspaper.
It's reminiscent of something like 10-year-old boy drowns in river or, or something like that. So, the para-text or perhaps rather peri-text creates certain expectations. So, we expect a sensational or...
Jim Phelan: Okay, yeah.
Jan Alber: Scandal story, written in dramatic or emotional language. And this is of course, only partly the case. The [00:23:00] development of the first person narrator and the quasi magic in the headline, you know, jealous husbands do not normally return in the shape of parrots, right? Just other generic contexts, and I do think that, you know, the bildungsroman maybe matters, maybe, you know, something like magical realism as one manifestation of postmodernism and maybe post postmodernism.
So yeah, I, I would say it partakes in different sort of generic. 
Jim Phelan: Yeah. Good, good. I think there's also, so something about the, you know, the tone, right? So, if we're gonna, you know, is, is kind of a jokey thing, if we we're gonna say, okay, it's a tabloid, but it's in _The New Yorker_, it's gonna become ironic, right?
So, you know, let's think about the play between this tabloid headline and then the, you know, the details of the story and so on. But certainly one of the things that we do get in the story is, especially in the first [00:24:00] half, is that the husband is jealous, right? So what, what about the jealousy? How does that sort of come through?
How does it characterize our character narrator? What do you think about what the story's doing with the jealousy? 
Jan Alber: I think at the beginning it's clearly satirizing the, the jealousy. But I would argue that the, that the narrator goes through a certain development and at the end he manages to cure himself from his, his jealousy.
So I guess, there, there's a movement within the story from the satirization of jealousy to a more sensitive treatment of the narrator. 
Jim Phelan: Okay. Yeah.
Jan Alber: And I would argue that we are confronted with what Stansel would call a limited perspective. 
Jim Phelan: Yeah. 
Jan Alber: So we see everything through the eyes of the first person narrator, and then the question arises of whether he learns anything from his story,
and I would argue that he does. 
Jim Phelan: Yes. Okay. 
Jan Alber: So we move from satirization to sensitive [00:25:00] treatment of, of jealousy. So, I would argue that he's a good example of a, of a dynamic character. 
Jim Phelan: Yeah. 
Jan Alber: That develops during the course of this. 
Jim Phelan: Yeah. All right, good. I, yeah, and I think we'll wanna, we'll want to get to that.
That's a really good, I think general frame of, of the progression of the story. And we'll want to, I think, look at some of those steps and the evolution that you say, but maybe we could start a little bit with some of the unnatural stuff and the paradox of the narration, right? He starts with the, you know, sentence,
"I never can quite say as much as I know." But he's saying to the reader, to the narratee anyway almost everything that he knows. I mean, it's not like we're feeling like, oh, this, tell us more, right? He's able to, to articulate that to us, but he cannot say it in the story world, right, in the, when he's trying to talk to his wife or and so on.
So, you know, what, what do you, what do you say about that, the separation of the narrator functions from [00:26:00] the character functions seems to be something that Butler's working with. 
Jan Alber: Yeah. Yeah, I would, I would agree. I think there is a discrepancy between a story and discourse. So at the level of the narrative discourse, the narrator expresses himself like a human being.
Jim Phelan: Yeah. 
Jan Alber: But at the level of the story he expresses himself or he speaks like a parrot and only says things like, hello, pretty bird, you know, that kind of stuff. And I guess one way of naturalizing this discrepancy would be to argue that we witnessed the parrot narrator's thoughts. 
Jim Phelan: Yes. Okay. 
Jan Alber: That, that would make a lot of sense.
And for me, the moment at which the two connect constitutes a kind of turning point in the story. I mean, maybe you remember that when he says cracker. 
Jim Phelan: Right. 
Jan Alber: I do think it's a very interesting moment because the inhabitants of the story world assume that the parrot wants to have a a, a cracker, but he use it the word as a, as a swear word or an [00:27:00] insult to describe non-elite white people, particularly in, in the rural American South. And I would like that from this point onwards, the narrator uses his parrot-ness, if that's what you'd like to call, for, for his interests as a human. 
Jim Phelan: Yeah. 
Jan Alber: And, and I do think that he does something with it, and I think that that is very important. 
Jim Phelan: Right. Yeah. And I think that's a really rich moment, right? The, the, the idea of cracker, as you say, okay, there's something about his, his ability to express something that he's feeling, right? His, his jealousy comes through in this slur, right? But at the same time, right, the Butler and Butler's readers understand, and I think you know, the, the wife would think about, oh, Polly wants a cracker, right? The, the traditional kind of parrot you know, utterance and, and so it, it works that way. But, but your point about the way in which, you know, it's the, the match between his [00:28:00] voice and his, what he's thinking and what he's saying, you know, really does so come through strongly there. Yeah. Nice. 
Jan Alber: Yeah, it's because, also funny because he talks to this cowboy like lover of his wife and says, hello cracker. 
Jim Phelan: Yeah. 
Jan Alber: And, and this guy thinks like, what the hell is going on? 
Jim Phelan: Right. 
Jan Alber: I do think that there's a lot of humor there as well.
Jim Phelan: Right. 
Jan Alber: Which is partly why I love this short story so much.
I think it's very funny. 
Jim Phelan: Yeah. Yeah. And, and in that way right, too, it's like, well, the, the, the guy is suspicious, right? But he doesn't know what to make of, right. What, what do I supposed to think of? Is he really insulting me or he just want a cracker? Right, that kind of thing. Right. So then also, I mean, I think this, this idea of what's happening with the character functions and narrative functions and then the bringing them together
also highlights the idea of the, the human animal dimension of the story, right? So you know, how much animalness, how much humanity [00:29:00] and, and is that something that you see shifting as the story progresses? 
Jan Alber: Yeah, I mean there is a, a certain degree of animalness to the narrator right from the start.
Jim Phelan: Mm-hmm. 
Jan Alber: For instance, when we think of the description of bodily sensations for instance, so, maybe I can read that out. 
Jim Phelan: Sure. 
Jan Alber: Right at the start, the parrot narrator talks about his, his former wife, and he says she knows that to pet a bird, you don't smooth his feathers down, you ruffle them.
So, I would argue that that involves a certain degree of parrotness, and then also in the story world, the narrator speaks like a parrot. But, so initially, one might feel that Butler's short story functions like beast fables, which are not really about animals, but about human idiosyncrasies or psychological predispositions, right?
When we think of Aesop for instance, or choices, nun tale, however, I would argue that in the case of [00:30:00] Butler, the allegedly inferior animal. It turns out to be superior. And this is very interesting from the perspective of critical animal studies. 
Jim Phelan: Yeah. 
Jan Alber: Because this constellation really deconstructs or subverts the sort of traditional hierarchical way in which we like to think about animals.
Because here, you know, the parrot achieves something that the human husband didn't achieve, and, and this is very important in terms of the ethics of the story, I think. 
Jim Phelan: Yeah, absolutely. Right. I, I think that's really good. And, and again, I think we'll want to elaborate on that, but, but maybe before, again, just to defer that a little bit and
dive a little bit more into some of what Butler's doing in the first half of the story right there is this whole question of, you know, his jealousy and his his reliability or unreliability as a character narrator, right? Do we, does Butler sort of give us evidence that the character [00:31:00] narrator as a human has right to be jealous, or is it more, No, this is jealousy, sort of off the rails and he's making up stuff and capturing that side of jealousy.
What do you think? 
Jan Alber: I would say that the alleged adultery is never ascertained. 
Jim Phelan: Okay. 
Jan Alber: We only know that the wife has numerous lovers after his death. 
Jim Phelan: Yes. Right. 
Jan Alber: But when the narrator, for instance, when he goes to see the guy from shipping, right, that she mentioned three times, and you know, there might be various reasons why she mentioned three times. 
Jim Phelan: Right. And it's also striking, right, that what we get, the one detail, oh, there's a car, there's a commercial, right? Oh, there's a car like that, and then he mentioned there's two other things, but we never get any details about that, right? But for him, that's sufficient, right, for, for him to be, you know, oh, she must be having an affair, right?
Jan Alber: Yeah. Yeah. And, and, [00:32:00] and I mean, then he goes there to see the guy from shipping, climbs the tree and falls on his head, which I think is, is, is very funny. But he doesn't see his wife's car before that, right? 
Jim Phelan: Right. 
Jan Alber: No indication whatsoever. And I think that the, that the short story communicates the question of what it is like to be jealous.
Jim Phelan: Mm-hmm. 
Jan Alber: Rather well, and this is at least partly what makes this narrative so relatable because we all know the feeling of jealousy, and we all know that most of it concerns our imagination only so we permanently make things up. And there are these indications, like somebody mentioned somebody else three times.
Jim Phelan: Yeah. 
Jan Alber: Which doesn't indicate anything. 
Jim Phelan: Right, right. 
Jan Alber: But again, you know, this is, this is funny, this is, yeah, from my perspective, great stuff. 
Jim Phelan: Yeah, yeah. Yeah, and maybe just to add to that, right, I think it is funny, right? But then we get, you know, this paragraph when he's, when he talks about what it's like to be held by [00:33:00] her, right, she would tell me she'd love me and I actually believed her, and maybe it was true. And we clung to each other in bed and at times like that, I was different. I was the man in her life. I was whole with her. And then we get this, except even at that moment holding her sweetly, there was this other creature inside me who knew a lot more about it and couldn't quite put all the evidence together to speak,
right? When you're talking about. You know, the relatability of jealousy or something, I mean, that's really like, you know, the self-inflicted wound of being jealous, right? Even in this moment, you can't stay with, you know, just being together. 
Jan Alber: Yeah, and I mean the, the, the mentioning of this other creature is of course interesting 'cause what, what kind of a creature is that?
You know, is it maybe also sort of parrot like, and I mean, I guess if you buy into the, the, the Hindu notion of reincarnation, then [00:34:00] you could argue that, you know, maybe he brought it on himself, right? He ended up as, as a parrot because he didn't manage to cure himself from, from his jealousy. Which again, you know, is an idea that speaks to me and, and, and that I can relate to. 
Jim Phelan: Right. Yeah. Good. Good. Yeah. So, maybe let's then sort of move to this gradual progression of him as you talk about a kind of ethical progress, the, the cure of jealousy or something. And I think that is related to the sense in which the human,
parrot relationship is shifting in the course of the story, right, you, you mentioned this before sort of the gradual ascension of the, the parrotness, that that's actually superior to the human, but maybe we could trace a little bit of that. Like where, where do you see the signs of the parness beginning to take [00:35:00] over before we get to the ending?
Yeah. 
Jan Alber: Yeah, I think it's, I mean for, for me, an important turning point is the, the, the mentioning of the word cracker. 
Jim Phelan: Right, yeah. 
Jan Alber: I would also relate it to temporal and maybe spatial parameters. 
Jim Phelan: Okay. 
Jan Alber: So I think, the use of time is, is very important in this case, and as you know, the narrator moves from the historical present to the past tense and from there to a form of simultaneous narration.
Jim Phelan: Yeah, good. 
Jan Alber: In the sense of doric cone, you know, where the narrating eye and the experiencing eye are fused, which creates a sense of immediacy. And that's what I would relate it to. I would argue that the, that the tense use mirrors or reflects upon the first person narrator's psychological development.
And then at the very end, if I can quote the, the final paragraph. 
Jim Phelan: Sure. 
Jan Alber: Maybe he thinks, let's say I stand [00:36:00] on my cage door now and my wing stir. I look at the corner to the hallway and down at the end, the whooping has begun again. I can fly there and think of things to do about all this. And then the crucial thing, but I do not. 
Jim Phelan: Yeah.
Jan Alber: Turn instead and look at the trees moving just beyond the other end of the road. 
Jim Phelan: Yeah. 
Jan Alber: And that's interesting. So I, I do think that that is the point at which he manages to cure himself from a jealousy. And if you buy into the, the Hinduist notion of reincarnation and karma, then one could argue that at this point perhaps, he, he reaches Moksha, you know he, he reaches a state of liberation from the cycle and, and is cured. I mean, at the same time, of course, the paragraph continues and, and it's, it's ambivalent, like at the end he says, I will throw myself there again and again, and he mentions that place where I can be free of all these feelings.
Jim Phelan: [00:37:00] Right. 
Jan Alber: And then he says, I, I will fly. So, what exactly does that mean? I mean, there appears to be a kind of epiphany. 
Jim Phelan: Mm-hmm. Okay. 
Jan Alber: Realize something and maybe it has to do with the fact that like, living always implies a certain degree of suffering. 
Jim Phelan: Mm-hmm. 
Jan Alber: Or maybe it means, you know, I will accept things as they are and I will do whatever I can in the worlds in which I end up.
But I, I do think it's a, it's a very interesting and, and ambivalent kind of ending. 
Jim Phelan: Right. Yeah. Yeah. No, I think that's, that's good. Right. And I think maybe just to go back a little bit, right where we have him, thinking when the wife comes out and, and is naked right, and suddenly he feels she seems too naked, plucked.
I find that a sad thing. I want to pluck some of my own feathers, the feathers from my chest and give them to her. I love her more in that moment, seeing her terrible nakedness than I ever have [00:38:00] before. Right? So that there, I think we can see this parrotness coming out, right, the human would just, you know, sort of revel in that.
And we, he is, you know, when he thinks about his wife, he thinks about her body, right? He's, we think about their relationship from his perspective, it's all about, you know, what she looks like and his sexual attraction and then his jealousy, right? And now here there's this perception of her, you know, she needs feathers,
she needs, she needs something, right, and that's, that's you, I think that's sort of a sign that the parrot consciousness is beginning to take over. And then as you say that, that develops, you know, even further, especially in the, in the ending. 
Jan Alber: Totally. 
Jim Phelan: Yeah. I think too, in that ending, I mean, I, I really liked what you said about it, but maybe we can build on that a little bit by thinking too about sort of the, the physical details of what's happening, right?
The wife [00:39:00] leaves the cage open, right, and the previous time that she's done that, he did fly out and he banged into the window, right? And so, now when it's open, he says, well, I could go down to the, I could go down to the bedroom and shout cracker again or whatever, right? I can fly there and think of things to do about all this, right?
But I do not, and as you say, it turns there. And then, what you're saying about the reading of the, even though I know there is something between me and that place where I can be free of all these things, all these feelings, I think, you know, your emphasis on the, something is nice because of how suggestive it is, but in terms of the literal thing, right, I, I think there is this idea of the, the window is still there, right? He wants to fly into, into space, into nature, but one thing is that he knows that there's one of [00:40:00] the somethings that's there is the window. 
Jan Alber: Yeah. Yeah. Sure. And, and maybe the idea is that he will fly against it again and again until, maybe, until it breaks or, or something like that.
Jim Phelan: Right. Yeah. And that's, that's open, right, exactly what that would be, whether it be he would do it again and again until the wifes decides, oh, I can't keep him caged or whatever. So yes, I think there is this kind of epiphany, as you say, of realization, but there's also, the poignant thing that he's still in the cage, right?
He's still, he's still sort of you know, living with the effects of his jealousy, right, in the sense that he was, he's returned in this form of this parrot who is doomed to, you know, not be able to communicate with his wife, not be able to say he's sorry and to want to, you know, have a different, have a different attitude toward himself and her and so on, and to try to let her be free and try to get his own [00:41:00] freedom.
But you know, Butler doesn't give him that, that freedom, right? There's, there's the desire, but there's not the realization of the desire. 
Jan Alber: Yeah. Yeah, yeah, yeah. I mean, at the end they, there, there's still a long way to go. I mean, there is no real sort of in interaction or togetherness or, or no real relationship.
I mean the, the parrot is really like on its own. 
Jim Phelan: Yeah, yeah. Right. And, and, but what it wants now is not so much to go to the wife, but to go into nature, right, and, but it, it, it doesn't achieve that. And the fact that, you know, it ends, I will throw myself there again and again, and then it goes back to the parrot phrases,
pretty bird, bad bird, good night, right? It's, there's a real, I think, you know, we talk about, the funny is this story is very funny, but here the effect I think is very different. 
Jan Alber: Yeah, there's a lot of sadness there [00:42:00] I think. 
Jim Phelan: Yeah. Yeah, yeah. Right, right. So in that sense, it's a kind of remarkable transformation that Butler does,
I think, with the idea of, you know, the conceit, the funny conceit, and then, you know, to take that and develop it in this way makes it a pretty interesting story. Yeah. 
Jan Alber: At, at the end we feel pity for him. 
Jim Phelan: Yeah. 
Jan Alber: Which is say remarkable given that it starts out as such a funny story. 
Jim Phelan: Yeah, yeah, yeah. Right.
Jan Alber: Well executed, I think. 
Jim Phelan: Yeah. Yeah. I agree. I agree. Do you wanna say more about the space? You know, we get this, one of the things the story plays with is you know, different spatial situations. 
Jan Alber: Mm-hmm. 
Jim Phelan: We say, oh, he starts out, he is, you know, in the cage, in the store, gets a bigger cage at home.
We got a sense of the bedroom, the house a little bit, the tree at the new guy's house, and then nature, right, where he's, [00:43:00] again, we talk about his desire to get out into nature. 
Jan Alber: I, I would argue that the, that the narrative sort of gradually moves from confined cultural spaces like the cage. 
Jim Phelan: Yeah. 
Jan Alber: Like the store, like the bedroom and the former house to an open, natural space. And I would argue that this underlines the narrators development, and it's something that happens in, in many other narratives as well. When we think of, you know, the gothic novel, the, the film, the Shawshank Redemption, the psychological development of the central character is also underlined by means of a movement from confined spaces to open spaces. 
Jim Phelan: Yeah. 
Jan Alber: And I guess that the narrator gradually learns to see jealousy perhaps as a, you know, mind forged manacle that he has to feed himself off.
Jim Phelan: Right, right. Yeah. And in that regard, I think I like what you're saying, 'cause it, it sparks in me the idea of thinking about the tree, [00:44:00] right, and going there and he's still, his mind is still tied with the jealousy, but that provides the moment of transformation, right? He's outside, he's still got all this, and then he falls on his head, as you say,
and that's, that's what then generates the reincarnation, and, and then this whole process that we've been talking about, I. 
Jan Alber: So, yeah, and I mean at the end we, we have these trees again, you know, when, when the narrator says, but I do not, I turn instead and I look at the trees moving just beyond the other end of the room.
So, yeah, you know, maybe that is sort of, where he could be free. 
Jim Phelan: Yeah, yeah. Right, right. And it's interesting that that's, you know, it is, it is that outside thing that brings about the, you know, the death and the, the reincarnation as opposed to say he was in a car accident because he was, you know, obsessed by jealousy or something.
And he would still be, you know, within the space of the culture of the car, construction or something like [00:45:00] that. I mean, I don't wanna overread it, but, but I, your thoughts about the movement from you know, the confined spaces to the outside spaces sort of prompted, prompted that overreading on my part, so, so thank you.
I think we've covered quite a bit. Are there other things that you wanted to get to, Jan, that we haven't touched on? 
Jan Alber: I mean, maybe I would like to mention Kafka's _Metamorphosis_ as, as an important intertext that Butler plays around with, and, and I do think that to explore that connection is, is maybe interesting.
Jim Phelan: Yeah. 
Jan Alber: Because as, as you know, Kafka really focuses on the suffering of Gregor Samsa who has turned into vermin. 
Jim Phelan: Right. 
Jan Alber: And for me, Kafka argues that we sometimes feel like or treat one another like vermin, you know, which is bad, and also reproduces the traditional hierarchical thinking about [00:46:00] vermin,
and I think that Butler does something else. In Butler's case, the parrot turns out to be in a superior position compared to the formerly jealous husband. 
Jim Phelan: Yes. 
Jan Alber: And also, while Kafka is firmly embedded in the seriousness of modernist thought or thinking, Butler is clearly more funny or playful and thus perhaps postmodernist that at the same time, I, I still think that the more ethical the use of meta functionality becomes, the more the text gravitates towards post postmodernism.
And maybe to return to your initial question, I do think that that would be another way of bolstering up the idea of the, the interregnum. 
Jim Phelan: Right. 
Jan Alber: That Brian mentioned. 
Jim Phelan: Yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah. No, I like that a lot. I, I think, you know, the, the comparison with Kafka's _Metamorphosis_ really, I think, highlights some of the things that you've been saying.
You know, kind of a re-imagining of a situation, and here in a way, we also get, [00:47:00] so Gregor, we can maybe, you know, make guesses about why he would turn into a vermin, and here we don't, we don't know exactly, but we do have the jealousy in a way that this seems to be motivating the character. So, so on the one hand it's a little more naturalized in the sense of, okay, this, this cause even as we have this unnatural thing, and, and then yeah, he does this, this transformation that you talk about. And, and then the difference between the, the, the hierarchy where Kafka keeps it and here he, he inverts it.
Yeah. Thank you Jan. And thanks for bringing this story to the attention of our listeners. So, you know, thanks for being such a good interlocutor. 
Jan Alber: Well, thanks for having me. 
Jim Phelan: Yeah, yeah. I also wanna thank our listeners and say that we'd appreciate your feedback, which you can send to us by email at [00:48:00] projectnarrative@osu.edu or @PNOhio State.
I'd also like to remind you that you can find more than 45 additional episodes of the 
Project Narrative Podcast at our website or on Apple Podcasts. And if you listen on Apple, I invite you to rate and review us. So, thank you again for listening. 

