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FOREWORD

The field of interest in this paper is contemporary British
literature, more precisely Graham Swift’s novels between 1980 and
2007. The corpus is therefore constituted by nine novels (see the list
of primary sources).

The objective is to focus on the concept of *space, in various
acceptations, in order to reveal how the *identity of the characters is
constructed on the model of *metonymical ipsusms in relation to
these resulting spaces, in an ambivalent attitude to them (*use and
abuse).

The aim of this analysis is multiple. On the one hand, we
want to demonstrate that space is an indispensable element in the
understanding and construction of contemporary modern identity. On
the other hand, the paper will illustrate that space is not necessarily a
dimension restricted to the core of American mentality (based on
absence or denial of historical continuity, as compensation), but that
it is equally not only applicable, but also necessary to European
territory. Last but not least, the paper will orient itself towards the
ethical dimension of space, i.e. space (to be read here as immediate
context, duty/obligation) as a possible answer to existential problems
that appeared against the background of contemporary crisis.

* Space, in various acceptations. Space and identity. As far
as types, there are concrete spaces (the city, the house/home, the
workplace, the hospital, the asylum, the prison, and the human body)
and abstract ones (the space of human interaction or roles, the past,
photography, and the fictional world).

Regarding problematisation, space 1is understood as
transformed, in a nostalgia for a “cosmotic pathos” (Liiceanu 1999
43), through simple approach, or narrative “gaze” upon it, from a
certain perspective (sight, gaze), with a certain affect or emotion, via
voice/writing, to the purpose of particularisation out of a range of
possibilities of description, in order to mark and be marked in one’s
identity, to reveal personality. It will be treated as Heidegger’s
“umwelf” (inhabiting, dwelling), which draws attention to the
essential tendency of Dasein towards nearness, orientation, and
ordered arrangement (the instrumental being an important part of this

7




outlook). It is Bourdieu’s “habitus”, or what has been called
“embodied space” (Merleau-Ponty), in which experience and human
awareness take material forms.

In “a street, a photograph, a text” (Doinas 1999 12), the
character “lives”. Each of these is “ethos” (Liiceanu 1999 38) (to be,
to inhabit and to speak are tightly connected, the first two also being
interchangeable). The human being is like an immense “emotional
topography” (Doinag 1999 12), and writing, which is “the field of the
imaginary” — “locus poeticus” (10), is the space of the expression of
identity with the help of figural elements. The “spaces” inhabited by
a human being can render a part of her/his “hestia” (Liiceanu 1999
38), i.e. nature, essence, core.

Thus, the space/place is understood as a sum of messages out
of a range, a “condensation of values” (Kuper 2004 258) that also
incites an array of responses; it is a “stage” that requires a certain
role/status.

Space versus place. Usually, whenever space and place are
mentioned together in the same research, they are contrasted in terms
of subtler connotative associations and layers of meaning. A.
Thacker discusses these differences in modernity, explaining that
“space” comes with connotations of movement and progression,
whereas place is rather static, referring to location or dwelling
(Thacker 2003 13-5). Michel de Certeau considers that place is more
general and fixed than space, i.e. connoting “order” and “stability”
(de Certeau 1984 117): “in relation to place, space is like the word
when it is spoken”; space is “a practiced place”. These differences
will not be preserved in our paper. Firstly, the objective here is not to
further a detailed theoretical distinction between these terms, but an
applicative research of the Swiftian novelistic world. Our interest is
how recourse to space or place, understood as circumscriptions,
models the identities of the characters, in the assumption introduced
above. Secondly, we are using space in a more encompassing sense,
as already stipulated, which logically and intuitively draws towards
generalisation, not particularisation. Thirdly, we are moving here
towards interpretations that are trying to avoid clear-cut binarism.
Therefore, we will use the notions of space and place
interchangeably, with the meaning that we have mentioned above,




sometimes in complementary distribution with position/role/context
etc., according to the focus of the respective part of the paper.

* Identity. Graham Swift brings into discussion the alienated,
dislocated, unstable, fragmented self, whose schizoid nature is
incompatible with a unitary identity that could be rendered as such.
The characters’ interior profile suits, in broad lines, what has been
described as postmodern typology (McHale, Hutcheon). They have
apparently lost trust in the existence of meaning/centre. They no
longer believe that they have access to universal schemata or order —
les “grands récits” (Lyotard). However, they search for these
incessantly, which shows their contradictory nature. Torn by
existential issues, inner struggles, and regret, the characters manifest
either impotence as victims, or revolt, or both simultaneously. Thus,
they directly or subtly indicate the absence of modern values, as well
as the lie and hypocrisy of the modern world. Consequently, they
feel estranged in their own existences.

In the modernity of Lights, the individual is a citizen who
belongs to a well-defined place in society, with which (s)he identifies,
and which (s)he hopes to perfect. As representatives of the humanist
model, people are self-confident and get involved in the social and
political life of the community. They know who they are or who they
can become, where their place is and what they have to do. Space
appears as more fixed or more clearly delineated in relation to the
identity of this individual. Graham Swift’s character is, like that of
“late modernity” (McHale), an individualistic monad who tries on
“roles”, in an attempt (which (s)he knows to be futile) to compose a
whole. His/her positioning is fluid, unclear, and unstable. (S)he is no
longer a “person”, but only, histrionically, persona/ae. Hence, the
multiplicity of the roles (s)he plays, and his/her ambivalence towards
them. Hence, also, the theme of life as a stage. The characters discard
the positions offered for occupation as artificial, but acquiesce to
“play the game” life throws, taking over the roles attributed to them
arbitrarily, within a chaotic, atelic system. There is no unitary
identity, just as there is no unitary meaning, or, if there is, it cannot
be rendered. The quest for identity is an occupation of “musical
chairs”, in the absence of embeddedness (Bauman 2001 33). It
involves offering oneself to the others in partial “selves”, on the
model of ersatz (surrogates), in relation to space(s).
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Life and reality are not seen as a linear, telic, inherently
logical history, but as discontinuous, formed by elements juxtaposed
without reason. Identity is the collection of “positions simultaneously
occupied [...] by a biological individual socially instituted, acting as
support to a collection of attributes” (Bourdieu 2000 302). In the
spirit of this logic, identity consists in roles that appear as a result of
applying “technologies of the self” (Foucault qtd. in Rose 2000 315),
i.e. disciplining practices, to both the body and the mind. The body is
the first “space” on which we mark identity, via clothing, gestures,
mimicry, and behaviour. The disciplining of the mind creates
mentalities, which are positions and values tied to a specific
space/context in time. The application of Foucault’s techniques
results in hypostases and subjectivity (subject positions), namely
identity. Identity is therefore the occupation of multiple subject-
positions (multiple subjectivity), with every one of which the
character usually does not identify fully.

Swift’s character, like the late modern one, is indeed both
inside the norm (using its instruments), and outside it, looking at it
critically, in a permanent transgression. Her/his searches are directed,
in a continuous fluctuation, both inwards, in a parodic, self-reflective
attitude, and outwards, with an eye to history. The transgression of
limit (peras) is manifested not only in stepping outside the
boundaries of one’s status, but also in a vacillation between the
spaces of the past and the present. The characters try to cope with
each of these spaces, and with their co-existence. The past insistently
demands its place in the present, by virtue of a compelling causality,
towards which the character has an ambivalent attitude, both denying
it and resorting to it.

The ideas of a schizoid self and of collage, and the concepts
introduced above (“musical chair”, role, peras etc.) have in common
the concept of space. This approach shows that the dynamics of
identity construction may be expressed in spatial metaphors.

Since the key-perspective of the paper in approaching
identity is (relating to) space/spatialisation/context, we will use a
critical apparatus that is compatible with this perspective. This
apparatus treats identity at inter-individual, positional, and
ideological levels, and comprises Goffman’s role theory (developed
on G.H. Mead’s symbolic interactionism), that of social identity
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(developed by the representatives of the Bristol school — Tajfel,
Turner, Deschamps, Festinger), Bourdieu’s #habitus, and Charles
Taylor’s dialogism. For these, the space in which the construction of
identity unfolds is the social. As a result of interactions, power
relations are unavoidably established, and these generate in their turn
subjectivity (of both empowered and subordinate positions). The
theoretical bases that we rely on are those of Foucault, Derrida, and J.
Butler. However, we will not leave aside more empirical and
intuitive, intra-individual approaches, such as psychoanalysis, or G.
Bachelard’s phenomenology. These approaches refer to the human
body and psyche as sites of processes and phenomena that bear
maximum relevance to identity.

* Metonymical ipsums. The character cannot render oneself
plenarily in any of the considered spaces. In each, (s)he is in fact
oneself (ipsum), but only to some extent, fragmentarily,
metonymically. This idea is a development from Ricoeur’s “soi-
méme comme un autre” (Ricoeur 1990).

* Use and abuse of space. We seek to reveal the ambivalent
attitude of Graham Swift’s characters with respect to the spaces
considered, which on the one hand they use in order to render
themselves, and on the other hand they deny. Denial is a sabotage of
the respective spaces as being illusory or too restrictive. To abuse
means to demystify, denaturalise, subvert, as well as highlight as
ambivalent, paradoxical, or double. By definition, space presupposes
a circumscription, the existence of a centre, i.e. a totalising view,
which this character avoids, and towards which (s)he is circumspect.
Thus, we deal here with a use and abuse of space.

Why space as prevalent to time. As we have seen, we favour
an interpretation that takes into account the spatial rather than
temporal dimension, as more relevant in conjunction with identity
construction. In order to explain this, we will resort to Gaston
Bachelard’s hermeneutics of identity in his applied “topoanalysis”,
defined as “a psychological study of the sites of our intimate lives”
(Bachelard 1969 8). In his view, temporality is the dimension of the
biographer, used only to draw up external histories. Identity,
however, is not mere biography, and in order to find, understand, and
reveal it, we need to become acquainted with intimacy, available
through memories, which are “motionless” (9). Memory is defined as
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a “theatre of the past” (8), a “stage setting” that “maintains the
characters in their dominant roles”. The moments of “fossilised
duration” (9) that form memory are also “centres of fate”, which
hermeneutics has to identify by “ridding history of its conjunctive
temporal tissue”. The conclusion is clear: “For a knowledge of
intimacy, localisation in the spaces of our intimacy is more urgent
than determination of dates.” He also points out the illusion that may
lead us to favour time over space, warning that space is more
intuitive in the assessment of personal identity:
“At times we think we know ourselves in time, when all
we know is a sequence of fixations in the spaces of the
being’s stability [...] In its countless alveoli space
contains compressed time. That’s what space is for.” (8)

Moreover, a spatial approach seems suitable in a context in which
telicity and progress(ion), figured as a temporal axis, are questioned.
Temporality is compatible with a belief in progress within a
civilising process of humankind, which characterised enlightened
modernity. Pierre Bourdieu offers the best illustration of this idea. He
draws attention to the way an individual, (a novelist in particular),
was prone to commit a “biographical illusion” (Bourdieu 2000 297)
of “making oneself the ideologist of one’s own life” (298), which
was an “artificial creation of meaning”.

The concepts mentioned above will be used in the chapters
of the paper, which are as follows:

1. The SPACES OF LIVING will deal with material spaces.
Identity becomes visible in relation to: the city/region (e.g. New
York — Out of This World, Paris — Ever After, London — Waterland,
Bristol — Caribbean Dawn); the existing urban-rural opposition, with
all the attached significations; the house/home; the place of habitual
daily activity and exercise of a job — the workplace, which can be a
shop or an office. In a discussion of these, we will resort to concepts
such as the following.

Imprinted or “inscribed space” (Low and Lawrence-Zuiiga
2004 13), and “translocal” (25) /“transnational”, fluid spaces, are
formed by movement and conversation strategies, and fragmented by
the presence of a character that imposes its identity in a foreign space.
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For instance, a Greek-origin Englishwoman defines New York as a
place without a past; we feel her irony in the characterisations she
makes to both the British and the Americans. “Contested spaces” (18)
are territories that make the object of disputes in times of war (but
not only), at national, regional, or individual levels. Locally, there is
a fight for the preservation of a social position that changes once war
and its effects reach it (The Sweet-Shop Owner). However, contested
spaces do not appear only in open international war situations. They
may result out of contexts that are not overtly conflicting, but in
which both overtly and covertly active opposing interests, or power
competitions, transform the respective arenas into contested spaces.
An example would be workplaces. “Multilocality” (Rodman 2004
205) refers to the space where there are two or more types of orders
and forces that operate modifications in the interaction of characters,
and thus in their status and identity. For instance, war changes the
configuration of statuses in a given area.

1.1 The City. The preponderantly positive and negative
connotative contents surrounding the city in early modernity and,
respectively, late modernity, will be considered, along with their
impact on the individual and on identity construction. The city will
be analysed under the aspect of its negative effects on the human
psyche in the modern world — what G. Simmel called “mental life”
(Simmel 2002 11). These effects model personality and self-
rendering mechanisms, along with the conception of self and the
world, i.e. identity. The impact of economic transformations on the
social plane after the Second World War will be referred to as well.

1.2 The Suburb and the Countryside. This section will
start from older, more traditional separations of conceptual cores
attached to the spaces in question (such as those of Raymond
Williams and Andrew Thacker). Then, it will pass to the latest
depictions of the suburb and the countryside. The demonstration will
rely on highlighting the critical content assignable to the suburb,
to the extent of its salience to the topic we focus on and to the
identity profile of the characters. The conclusions draw on the
suburb as Foucault’s “heterotopia” (Foucault qtd. in Mihali 2001
43), Edward Soja’s “Third” or “middle” space (Soja 2008 2), as
well as Lefebvre’s “representational” (Lefebvre 2007 39), “lived”
one. Its middle status prefigures the position(ings) of the
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characters in relation to various aspects of identity (such as social
roles, for example).

1.3 The House and the Workplace. The analysis will focus
on the way in which the archetypal understanding of the concept of
home, as a space of protection, safety, the exercise of ownership etc.,
gets transformed in the eyes of Swift’s characters, which are facing
the end of the millennium. We will see to what extent their home
preserves these functions and what recent functions it acquires in the
context we have just mentioned. Concepts taken from Bachelard,
Baudrillard, Bourdieu, Liiceanu, and Dascédl for the archetypal
background will constitute a starting point.

1.4 “Total Institutions” as Places of Authenticity. The
Hospital, the Asylum and the Prison. In cities, spaces like the
hospital, the asylum, and the prison — “total institutions” in Goffman
(Goffman 1991 11) — are marked by positive attributes in Graham
Swift (in opposition to the urban space). In a reversal of expectations,
these spaces function as propitious environments and triggers for
authentic feelings, as opposed to those of ordinary existence and
contexts. Hence, the revelation of a more profound, sincere, or
rehabilitating side of the characters is made possible.

2. THE HUMAN BEING’S BEING-IN-THE-WORLD.
THE BODY’S SPATIALISATION; USE AND ABUSE. The title
suggests that individual identity is, according to some perspectives,
unavoidably social (Turner, Jenkins). The individual appears as torn
between opposite tendencies — both inclined to be an individualistic
monad, and in need of emotional ties. This part of the paper
contemplates how the character (ab)uses oneself as site, in order to
construct one’s identity in society, and to signify. The individual
applies certain relational and expressive strategies, (ab)using the
physical body as visual support, along with etiquette, manners, and
embodied roles. Bourdieu’s notion of habitus will be the central
focus.

2.1 Persona(e), or Identity as a Resultant of Social
Interaction. Voicing Jenkins’s belief that all identity is social, the
priority will be to reflect on: inter-human relations, status, and role
(Goffman); the motif of the world as a theatre; the dynamics of
relationships such as paternity, masculinity, and sexuality (Foucault);
the ethical choice of the “being-for” (in Lévinas and Z. Bauman’s
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reading). The relationship with history and the past is a considerably
recurrent issue. Habits and routine appear as means to exorcise
anxiety (Winnicott, Erikson, Laing) and to set and take up roles, and
therefore identity(ies).

2.2 The Body as Space — Types of (Ab)used Bodies. The
body is the first “place” on which markers of identity appear, through
clothing, gestures and mimicry, behaviour, countenance, demeanour,
etiquette, and movement. The presentation of types of (ab)used
bodies will converge to reveal Arthur Frank’s classification of body
usages as displaying fuzzy boundaries, and the bodies in our analyses
as pertaining to various of his types concurrently.

2.3 Traumatised Selves. Identity in the Context of Crisis
and Trauma. The interest here falls initially on the paradoxical
processes that unfold at the level of the (un)conscious of the
traumatised. We use them to show how trauma is a valuable
instrument in the above-mentioned identity construction, due to its
inherent ambivalences. Theoreticians in the field, such as Cathy
Caruth, Douglass and Vogler, Van der Kolk and Van der Hart etc.,
along with Freud, offer helpful perspectives.

3. PHOTOGRAPHY AND WRITING AS SPACES OF
IDENTITY DISCOURSE.

3.1 Photography as Topos, or the Veil of Modern Times.
The section approaches the past and the photograph as sites, with
reference to the latter as a space that captures (creates/recuperates)
reality in both objective and artificial ways. War photography is
subjected to thorough analysis (and, within it, its relation to violence
holds a special role), but personal photographs of individuals cover a
separate section as well. One of the objectives in this part is to see
how photography can be a complex allegory. We are also interested
in the manner in which it both constitutes a space of (ab)use, and
offers positions for further use and abuse. As far as theoretical
insights, this part draws on Barthes (studium and punctum),
Hutcheon, Sontag, Soulages, and Durand.

3.2 The Space of the Fictional World as a Container for
(Its) Other(s). Writing as Mise-en-Abyme. This section will bear on
the fictional world, i.e. literature, as space within the space of the
novel. We highlight the effects of this strategy. Meta-discourse offers
legitimacy, being a claim to objectivity or, on the contrary, draws
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attention to the illusory nature of facts in the writing. It also achieves
lyricism. All these serve identity construction. Artifices like mise-en-
abyme and extended allegories allow the debate of existential issues
such as human condition, evolution, genesis, the meaning of life,
love etc.

A significant place will be granted to the problem of
(re)writing history, to historiographic metafiction, and to
philosophical issues pertaining to ontology and epistemes, such as
the nature of truth and its attainability, and the difficulty of
separating reality from illusion. Graham Swift’s characters feel the
epistemological crisis blending with their regrets about their own
lives. In Waterland, as in Out of This World, this matter is discussed
openly, but it insinuates itself discreetly in the fictional layers of the
other novels as well. We may view history as the first discourse, and
the comments or perspectives of the narrator(s) on history as the
discourse within discourse. As theoretical support we will use
Hayden White, Linda Hutcheon, and Susana Onega, among others.

The general critical approach in this paper is cultural studies,
with additional concepts from various fields — sociology, psychology,
anthropology, identity studies, city studies, and feminism. With these
tools we will show that, in the case of fragmented selves, space(s)
play(s) an essential part in identity rendering on the model of
metonymical ipsums.

The preponderant attitude in the sub-section 3.2.2 of chapter
three is a New Historicist stance. This approach is one of the
elements that show the broader scope of our research, beyond mere
literary analysis. The interludes of Swift’s narrators appear as
attempts to make sense of history, and implicitly of their identities.
Visible in the narratives at hand is their belief (as well as that of the
implied narrator and author) in a set of mirrors: history, real events,
individual lives, and accounts of all these. The thoroughly detailed,
debated, and problematic notion of representation permeates the
narrative world(s) considered.
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1. SPACES OF LIVING

1.1 The City
1.1.1 Paradigmatic Connotative Legacy

As a reminiscence of the utopian models of ancient times,
(such as Rome), the city has geographically represented the centre of
a given unit (an empire, a state). It is also the home of all major
institutions, which inevitably makes it the space of domestic and
international transactions, and of intense activity. Hence, the great
metropolis is the seat of authority. Within modernity at large, (as it
did at earlier times in history), it conceptually stands for order, and
implicitly the state.

Theoretically speaking, such a space should give one the
sense of placement and functionality within a system to which one
should normally develop a sense of belonging, and which one should
take as a reference point in all the above-mentioned respects. This
used to be the city of early modern times. However, late modernity
has witnessed a reinterpretation of the space of the city within a more
pessimistic general atmosphere of the age. Distrust of various
institutions and of pre-given forms of organisation of reality has
come to be referred to as distrust of totality and master narratives (or
grand récits). In this new light, the city as a seat of authority came to
be contested, since authority itself, and even the very idea of its
existence were questioned. Consequently, in a world of uncertainties,
the city has suffered a mutation, being re-connoted as the place of
chaos, entropy, dismemberment, and fragmentation. It is no longer
the earthly, material image of Plato’s immortal abstraction, making
sense and being legitimised as a prefiguration within that frame of
thought.

The human being feels estranged here, isolated, (also as a
result of one’s own doing), an exile, anonymous, and aggressed.
Throughout early modernity, the emphasis while characterising the
city was laid on its presentation as a realm of opportunities, progress,
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development, knowledge and information, financial prosperity and
dynamism, as well as fashion. In late modern fictional descriptions,
the city is seen as a cold, impersonal, even hostile environment,
where the character feels lonely, lost in a dystopic world, dislocated,
and oscillating incessantly between statuses and positions. (S)he is
either incapacitated to act, or motivated to summon revolt due to
these very feelings, to resist norm or even normality, as a sign of
protest. This character is in danger of either becoming a blasé,
incapable of relating to the others, or of having violent reactions. A
third possibility is to take one’s distance and adopt an ironic stand.

The two aspects I have just mentioned in the treatment of the
city are probably best foregrounded by Francoise Chenet-Faugeras’s
comments. She candidly but undeniably notices the paradox
contained in the phrase “paysage urbain” (Chenet-Faugeras 1999 6),
or urban landscape, and how little it applies to the contemporary
reality of the big city. A landscape (paysage) presupposes something
circumscribed that makes sense, i.e. a totality, a man-made
assemblage (7). This comes in severe contradiction with the image of
the city nowadays, with its visual aspect of bits and pieces, its
scattered, tentacled and crowded consistency (8). This fragmented
nature leads to other paradoxes: absence of perspective, (both in the
concrete and the metaphorical senses), and discouragement or
confusion of people. Proximity, which was a promise of effective
communication for mutual benefit, results in aggression, disabled
sight (or symbolical shortsightedness), and absence of a privileged
point of view (8), if one is part of the crowd. These aspects regarding
the paradoxes of visibility and opportunity will be enlarged upon
later.

Another interesting fact, which may lead to a better
understanding of the mentalities connected with the concept of the
city and its history, is the way the Bible connotes it. The city of
Jerusalem was the place where the Son of God descended in glory to
accomplish the marriage of paternal divinity with Earth (Chauvin
1999 20). The association of the city with authority, as the site
legitimised to represent it, is grounded in this image.

The city was initially considered to represent the
manifestation of disobedience and treason in the face of divinity. The
first city, Cain’s Henoch, (a name that etymologically suggests anger,
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terror, and vigilance), is evidence of its founder going astray, against
the set ruling of God, which had sentenced him to eternal exile and
nomadism (12). It also represents a clear desire to ensure one’s
existence on one’s own, distrustful of Godly care, and amass earthly
fortunes instead of being interested in the fate of one’s spirit and
eternal life (13). In this respect, its very conception shows pride,
ingratitude, revolt, and ego. All these are also the prerogatives of the
enlightened man, who has decided to take his fate into his own hands,
to trust the power of his mind, and to ground everything he does into
solid, provable, scientific argumentation. The modern man also has a
penchant on lay life and gain, instead of being preoccupied with
spirituality. The city is the place where modernity laid its
foundations. Other examples in the Holy Book have in common
similar aspirations for the construction of cities: king Nemrod built
Ninive and Babylon for the sake of warfare and personal glory; even
king Solomon was initially a slave of his own pride and built
Jerusalem as an act of pagan idolatry (13).

Throughout history, the city has represented a strategic point,
also due to its literally high location, usually upon a hilltop, which
rendered it a superior place in the hierarchy of spaces (Madanipour
1996 36). The city came to be “favoured by the better-off and the
powerful for reasons of safety and security as well as for the quality
of the environment”. The “townscape” (32), i.e. “the urban
equivalent of landscape”, evolved through “environmental
management” (37) (defined as intentional transformation) into a
continuously changing “urban form” (32), seen as a conglomerate of
built environment, people, relations, and institutions.

As it appears, the city cannot obscure its initial rationale:
pride and vanity. Basically, after the world has left behind the awe
and self-fulfilling sentiment of greatness, by proof of functionality,
which the big city served to embody, it began to grow tired of its
own efficiency. People started to notice and criticise what this
extreme functionality had done to human nature, changing it beyond
recognition. The city evolved from the status of a fetish to that of a
distorted mirror, or, more accurately, the mirror showing the
distortion of human nature. In this respect, it is, just like every city in
the Bible, a hypertext, a palimpsest, a “lieu de mémoire” (Chauvin
1999 15). The initial positive feelings change into their negative
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counterparts. Too much liberty and visibility engendered anonymity,
a desire to hide away; material wealth made some despise
mercantilism; all the things that in the past would have been prime
incentives turn to sources of horrification. This leads, in Graham
Swift’s fiction, to endless questions of ethical nature, torment and
dissatisfaction on issues of morality.

It is this negative image of the urban form that has survived
in the way the city is envisaged by Graham Swift’s characters. A
suggestive and condensed illustration for what the city has become,
in the view of the restless contemporary protagonist, is that of the
biblical Babel. The big city experiences today what Babel witnessed
then. Ironically, a vertical aspiration towards development and
prosperity nowadays has given way to dispersion and extreme
horizontality, in the sense of fragmentariness, individualism, and
lack of communication. In modern times, progress unfolds under the
sign of excess and lack of values, paralleling the excessive pride of
the constructors in the ancient myth. Modern estrangement echoes
the language mix-up between the populations involved in the
building of Babel.

1.1.2 The City as the Characters’ Atmosphere of the
Mind

Swift’s city is the stereotypical negative image. Narrators
lament desacralisation against the background of a generalised late
modern crisis, for which they use the city as a mirror (in ways that
we will enlarge upon in this section). Diagnosis of malfunction of the
world is the first step towards any resolution, and the city — as
epitome of the universe — is the arena that serves this purpose.
Unable to keep its cohesion as a unit any more, it mirrors the world
falling apart, no longer supported by a consistent set of beliefs that
would ensure everybody’s sense of telos and unitary identity.
Besides mirroring the world and mentalities (the macrocosm), the
city also reflects the consciousness of the individual (the microcosm),
as a disorganised amalgam of incoherent self-conceptualisations.
Swift’s characters escape from the city to live in the suburbs, (of
London, usually), in order to prove a point that will soon be clear.
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