Stumbling Through November 18:
Knowledge, Time, and the Future After
Modernity in Solvej Balle’s Volume IV

A stumble is not simply a disruption of movement through space. More
fundamentally, it is a disruption of movement through time. Every step
contains an assumption about the future. The body anticipates where the
ground will be, and when that anticipation fails, balance is lost. The
significance of the stumble lies not in the fall itself but in the sudden
revelation that the next moment was not what we expected. For most
people such moments are brief. The interruption passes, balance returns,
and time resumes its ordinary course. Solvej Balle’s On the Calculation of
Volume asks what happens when that recovery never arrives. By the
fourth volume of the series, Tara Selter’s recurring November 18 has
become something more than a narrative premise or philosophical puzzle.
It has become a sustained investigation into how human beings construct
knowledge, meaning, and ethical responsibility when the future ceases to
function as expected.

What distinguishes Volume IV from the earlier books (Volumes | & 1l) is the
increasing importance of collective inquiry. The novel is no longer
primarily concerned with the subjective experience of temporal
displacement. Instead, it becomes concerned with the effort to explain
that displacement. Throughout the volume, conversations unfold among
those who inhabit the recurring day. Observations are exchanged,
hypotheses proposed, assumptions challenged, and explanations tested.
The discussions move across disciplinary boundaries with remarkable
ease. At various moments they resemble scientific investigation, historical
interpretation, philosophical speculation, systems theory, and even
theology. What emerges is not a single explanation but a portrait of
explanation itself. The novel becomes interested in what people do when
confronted with a reality that exceeds the categories available to them.

This shift gives the book an unexpectedly contemporary quality. Much of
modern intellectual life has been shaped by the belief that sufficient
information will eventually produce understanding and that understanding
will eventually produce mastery. Volume IV repeatedly questions this
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assumption. Knowledge accumulates throughout the novel. Observations
become increasingly sophisticated. Patterns emerge. Yet understanding
does not restore the future. The participants become better theorists of
their condition without becoming its masters. Their discussions therefore
illuminate a distinctly twenty-first-century predicament: how to think
under conditions where information grows continuously but certainty
remains elusive.

The dominant metaphor for time in Western thought has traditionally
been the river. From Heraclitus onward, temporality has been imagined as
flow. Rivers possess direction. They move from source to destination.
They imply continuity, development, and movement toward an end.
Modernity embraced this image enthusiastically. Historical time became a
river carrying societies toward progress. Scientific advancement,
technological innovation, economic growth, and political reform all
reinforced the sense that history moved forward along an identifiable
course. Even when the destination remained uncertain, movement itself
seemed undeniable.

The literary imagination of modernism often reflected this confidence.
James Joyce’s Ulysses, published in 1922, is perhaps the supreme
example. The novel compresses an entire world into a single day, yet that
day overflows with motion. Consciousness moves continuously through
memory, sensation, language, myth, and observation. The famous
stream-of-consciousness technique is already hydrological in its
assumptions. The reader is carried by currents of thought. Although
Joyce’s world contains uncertainty and fragmentation, it remains animated
by movement. The future appears open, and consciousness expands to
meet it.

Balle’'s temporal imagination feels fundamentally different. The recurring
November 18 is not best understood as a river but as an ocean. Oceans
possess currents, but they do not necessarily possess destinations. Their
movements are cyclical, recursive, and often invisible from the surface.
Tides return. Waves repeat. Vast transformations occur beneath
apparently stable conditions. This metaphor captures something essential
about Volume IV. The date itself remains fixed, yet understanding
continues to evolve. Memory accumulates. Relationships deepen. Theories
emerge, compete, and dissolve. The participants inhabit a world in which



chronology has stalled while interpretation remains in motion. The
discussions that occupy so much of the novel become a kind of
intellectual current flowing beneath the static surface of the calendar.

This distinction has important consequences for how we understand
change. Modernity often assumed that change was primarily
chronological. Time moved forward and societies changed with it. Volume
IV suggests a different possibility. Meaning does not arise automatically
from succession. A calendar can remain frozen while profound
transformations occur within consciousness. The recurring day therefore
becomes a laboratory for examining forms of change that are not
dependent upon historical progress. What develops is not chronology but
understanding.

The contrast with Joyce becomes particularly revealing when viewed from
a historical perspective. Ulysses appeared near the beginning of the
century that would define itself through acceleration. The decades that
followed witnessed unprecedented technological development, expanding
communication networks, mass consumer culture, and extraordinary
economic growth. Whatever reservations modernists may have
expressed, they wrote within a world increasingly oriented toward the
future. Balle writes from a different historical horizon. The twenty-first
century remains technologically dynamic, yet many people experience a
growing sense of repetition. Political crises recur. Information cycles
repeat themselves endlessly. Economic insecurities persist across
generations. Digital systems generate constant activity while often
producing the impression that nothing fundamental changes. The future
remains imaginable, but it no longer feels guaranteed.

In this context, the recurring November 18 begins to look less like a
speculative fiction device and more like a cultural metaphor. The
inhabitants of the day experience a condition that increasingly resembles
contemporary historical consciousness. They possess abundant
information but limited certainty. They generate explanations without
reaching consensus. They continue moving intellectually while remaining
trapped within structures they cannot escape. Their situation reflects a
broader shift in the relationship between knowledge and power. Modernity
often assumed that explanation would eventually lead to control. To
understand a system was, sooner or later, to intervene successfully within
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it. Volume IV repeatedly undermines this expectation. The participants
learn a great deal about their condition, but their growing knowledge does
not restore the future. Understanding becomes valuable in its own right
rather than as a pathway to mastery.

This transformation is especially significant because it changes the
meaning of ethical action. Much ethical reasoning depends upon
assumptions about the future. Sacrifices are justified because they will
produce benefits later. Difficult choices acquire significance because they
contribute to long-term outcomes. Political projects, educational systems,
and personal ambitions all depend upon confidence that tomorrow will
differ meaningfully from today. The recurring November 18 places these
assumptions under pressure. Yet rather than eliminating ethical
responsibility, the novel clarifies it. The participants continue choosing,
cooperating, disagreeing, and caring for one another despite the absence
of ordinary temporal incentives. Indeed, the discussions themselves
become ethical practices. They are not merely exchanges of information.
They are efforts to sustain a shared world under conditions where the
future can no longer be relied upon to perform that function
automatically.

Taken together, these references illuminate a way of reading Balle's project: Joyce on
the emergence of modern consciousness at the dawn of a century of progress,
Foucault on the collective construction of knowledge, Postone on the historical
organization of time and the promise of the future, and Camus on ethical action within
conditions that cannot be overcome. Balle's achievement is to bring these concerns
together within a recurring day that becomes a laboratory for thinking about what
remains when modernity's faith in renewal, progress, and an open future begins to
waver.
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