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Abstract

The notion that we have entered a global age of hu;nan relations has been the
driving force behind many of the most persuasive cultural inquiries published over
the last few decades, including fictional ones, into the conditions of contemporary
existence, perhaps the most prominent of these being Michael Hardt and Antonio
Negri’'s Empire (2000). In the era of mass migrations, proliferating media
technologies and the deterritorialised movements of labour and capital, it has
become increasingly necessary to speak of identity and citizenship in terms of
‘flows’, ‘routes’ and ‘networks’ that cut across the traditional boundaries of the
nation-state. Though it is through various cultural productions that such
transformations are at once performed, symbolised and comprehended, discussions
‘about how these changes have impacted on modes of literary representation have
largely been framed by the older discourses of postmodernism and postcolonialism,
which anticipate present circumstances while arguably offering rather limited
perspectives on them.

This text-focused thesis explores in detail the narrative strategies and
thematic concerns of three British writers who have risen to prominence since 1990
—- Lawrence Norfolk, Hari Kunzru and David Mitchell - whose work announces
literary developments that may be attributed to the fluidity and multiplicity of
millennial relations and the phenomenon of globalisation. Informed by broader
debates about multinational capitalism, transnational culture, and the emergence
of new cybernetic infrastructures, this research argues that recent novels such as
Lempriere’s Dictionary (Lawrence Norfolk), Transmission (Hari Kunzru) and
Ghostwritten (David Mitchell) demonstrate an aesthetic consciousness of new
patterns of human interaction and geo-historical interconnectedness that is
substantially different from the conceptual coordinates mapped in the fictions of a
previous generation. The work of these three important authors has yet to enter
fully into the mainstream of critical discussion, and the present study represents the

first sustained critical contextualisation of their fiction. Following an introductory



chapter that, firstly, provides a wide-ranging analysis of globalisation understood as
a constellation of multidimensional processes and, secondly, considers how these
material transformations articulated themselves in the cultural context of Britain in
the 1980s and '90’s, this thesis engages in close readings of the selected authors’

complex fictions over three extensive chapters.
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1

Worlding: Globalisation and Literary Context

‘Globalisation’, as simultaneously a periodising term, an ideological project, a
description of current geopolitical relations, and a conjunction of wide-ranging
historical and theoretical developments, has become a key concept for
understanding the complex transformations reshaping the social, political,
feconomic and cultural spheres at the beginning of the new millennium. Rapidly
filtering into, and crossing between, both the academic and popular consciousness
since the latter half of 1980, the term at once seems to incorporate, render
obsolete and open new vistas on the discourses that dominated critical theory in
the 1980s and ’90s. Yet in comparison with the more sustained treatments of
globalisation elsewhere, particularly in the field of the social sciences, there has
been relatively little discussion of how these decisive changes have articulated
themselves in the context of literature. The relationship between shifting
sociocultural and literary currents is rarely isomorphic, but if there has indeed been
a profound shift in the constitution of modern Western societies — and the
explosion of academic interest in globalisation as the pre-eminent way of framing
disparate social, economic, political and cultural trends implies that it does have an
empirical reality — then what kind of literature is emerging to give narrative shape
to these changes? In broad terms, the contentions of my thesis are thus twofold.
Firstly, that the complex of interrelated process brought together under the sign of
globalisation opens up new frames of reference for the reading of fictional texts;
second, that these new patterns of human interaction, interconnectedness and
awareness intersect with several reorientations in the form and content of the work
of contemporary British novelists since 1990, broadly characterised as both a
development of and a shift away from the preoccupations of postmodernism

combined with an awareness of concerns raised by postcolonialism. The following
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chapters seek to address how the issues bound up with what might be termed the
‘worlding’ of British society and culture — its increasingly diverse demographic basis,
its changing geopolitical situation, or its imbrication with the fluid topographies of
the global market and media system, to name just a few aspects of this process —
have been both routed through and engaged with by recent literary texts.’

By its very nature, globalisation insists on the supposedly unprecedented
character of the present moment — suggesting that the new regimes of
technocapitalist production and exchange, as well as a changed political
constitution, demand a fundamental revision of the conceptual frameworks
through which we make sense of the world. It also functions retrospectively, re-
situating the long story of Western modernity in a more complex global
configuration that acknowledges its location within a meshwork of cultural
exchanges and crossings, flows of interaction and mutual articulation, which unfold
modernity’s static synchrony to reveal multiple affiliations and temporalities.
Whether or not globalisation is seen as inaugurating a decisively new episteme that
has broken even from the immediate past —and the rhetoric of novelty obscures an
array of historical precedents and parallels — there is perhaps little dispute that
world space is now linked in ways that are both more extensive and more intensive
than in the past. The mobility and motility of culture — frequently understood in
terms of ‘networks’, ‘flows’ or ‘routes’ — in the era of mass migration and electronic
communication make the linkages between culture and geography ever more
indeterminate and difficult to sustain, though the connection between the two
remains as a potent perceptual commonplace. This is to suggest that globalisation
involves new and unprecedented forms of cultural intermingling ana
interconnection, but also that it has, to borrow the words of Imre Szeman,
‘oroduced the conditions that might permit us to rethink culture in a larger

historical frame, a process that would allow us to see that the concept of culture

! The term ‘worlding’ is drawn from Gayatri Spivak, who adapted it from Martin Heidegger. See
Spivak’s ‘Three Women’s Texts and a Critique of Imperialism’, in ‘Race’, Writing and Difference, ed.
by Henry Louis Gates, Jr. (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1986), pp. 262-80.
Although Spivak uses the term more specifically to refer to the representational practices by which
cultures creatively constitute meaningful worlds, my use of the term is intended to suggest a
simultaneously material and imaginative remapping of world space that is global in orientation.
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has always been other than what it claimed to be’.? Far-flung parts of the globe
have become connected in a historically unprecedented manner, such that
geographically distant localities may be rapidly affected by developments in other
parts of the world. Consequently, the conditions and processes bound up with the
concept of globalisation make it possible to imagine the world as a single global
space, though by no means an entirely integrated or unified one, which is striated
by the intersecting trajectories of technological, economic, social and cultural forces
operating together on a truly planetary, rather than merely transnational, scale. On
this new plane of interaction and communication, it becomes possible perhaps for
the first time in history to imagine humankind as at once one and many, an
ontological matrix connected by the networks of global exchange.

What these changes mean for the production and study of literature and
culture more generally remains at an early stage of development. The
overwhelming emphasis within globalisation discourses has been on the impact of
media and telecommunications technologies, popular culture and consumer
culture; forms that reflect contemporary mass experience, rather than the
traditional objects of literary study and humanistic research. In addition, as the
study of ‘literature’ has expanded to encompass different forms of cultural
expression and the tools of literary theory have proliferated into a range of
disciplinary contexts, the question of what is the appropriate object of literary
analysis becomes ever more insistent. These concerns are, of course, hardly new:
the past few decades have given rise to significant interrogations of the political,
social and cultural role of the literary text, alongside probing self-reflections on the
institutional foundations of literary studies. Indeed, the critical debates that
continue to circulate, albeit less urgently, around the idea of postmodernity - as
well as the issues raised by postcolonial criticism, such as cultural imperialism,
diasporic modes of subjectivity, or global shifts in political power — may be seen as
anticipating current discussions about globalisation in complex ways. Similarly, from
a contemporary standpoint, the rise of academic discourses concerning the nation

during the 1980s now appear as symptoms of the passage towards the

2¢Culture and Globalisation, or, The Humanities in Ruins’, CR: The New Centennial Review, 3.2 (2003),
91-115 (p. 92). Italics in original.



Worlding: Globalisation and Literary Context | 9

contemporary refigurations of the relationship between culture and geography. Yet
if what globalisation represents is less the emergence of a coherent new group of
theories than the extension and intensification of an array of ongoing problems
within modernity itself, it has nevertheless produced the conditions through which
it may become possible to re-situate culture — and the awkward conceptual object
that we term ‘the West’ — within a larger spatio-historical framework. That there
have been, with a few notable exceptions, relatively few attempts from within the
Western academy to examine the intercultural dynamics of the literary as part of a
networked field of global forces, bespeaks the gap that still exists between the
literary theoretical and the global.’

These issues notwithstanding, it is neither the intention of my thesis to
analyse the impact of globalisation on the cultural construction of the literary, nor
to produce a synoptic overview of the world-system in which British fiction is
produced and received, an undertaking that would be beyond its scope as well as
this writer's own field of expertise. Instead, keeping in mind that global forces are
always articulated with and through local contextualities, this project’s more
modest aspirations are to explore how the constellation of processes bound up with
what Martin Albrow terms ‘globality’, particularly the consciousness of the world as
a single, heterogeneous and densely interrelated field of entwined narratives and
temporalities, have percolated into British society and culture.® As | will flesh out in
greater detail later in this opening chapter, the last twenty-five years have seen
enormous transformations in the constitution of British society, which, under a
range of both internal and external pressures, has pluralised and diversified to the
extent that Britain is now perhaps best understood as a site of shifting cultural
interfaces stretching around the globe rather than a bounded receptacle for
identity. This is to suggest that Britain has undergone a marked shift from an
insular, centralised culture to a global, decentralised culture complex, a process that

has accelerated during the last two decades of the twentieth century. The effects of

? Some comparatively recent examples include Timothy Brennan’s At Home in the World:
Cosmopolitanism Now (London: Harvard University Press, 1997); Emily Apter’s Continental Drift
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999); and Neil Lazarus's Nationalism and Cultural Practice in
Ehe Postcolonial World (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999).

See The Global Age: State and Society Beyond Modernity (Cambridge: Polity, 1996).
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mass migration; changed modes of capitalist accumulation, commodification and
exchange; and the proliferation of communication and information technologies,
have all contributed to a general shift in the West’s imagination of space.
Furthermore, Lars Ole Sauerberg argues convincingly that these tendencies have
been enhanced within a British post-imperial context that has prepared the ground
especially well for the emergence of a global perspective.’

If, as a host of theorists have suggested, the condition of globality has
become the culturally dominant expression of the West’s powerful imagination of
space, it is through various cultural productions that it is at once expressed and
understood, and literature remains a fertile medium for the articulation of such
ideas. Since this thesis is primarily a work of literary criticism, its focus will remain
almost exclusively on contemporary British fiction, and the main body of this study
will be taken up with the analyses of several novels published since 1990 by three
writers whose engagement with contemporary world relations articulates markedly
different concerns from those highlighted by the authors who came to prominence
during the 1980s. Though there have been a number of recent publications
providing a broad overview of contemporary writing in Britain, these have tended
to address globalisation tangentially, approaching it through critiques of the
parameters of nationhood or postcolonial discussions of cultural transition and
hybridity.® In addition, the critical interventions offering detailed readings of
‘contemporary’ writers seem inclined to limit their analyses to the canonised names
that came to prominence in the '70’s and ’80’s, rather than introducing the voices
of a younger generation. Indeed, my interest in this project was sparked by a sense
of dissatisfaction with the continued dominance of these well-established authors —

Amis, Barnes, Carter, McEwan, Rushdie, Swift, Winterson, the litany is familiar and

® Intercultural Voices in Contemporary British Literature: The Implosion of Empire (Basingstoke:
Palgrave, 2001), p. 143.

® For example, see Andrze] Gasiorek, Post-War British Fiction: Realism and After (London: Edward
Arnold, 1995); Steven Connor, The English Novel in History: 1950-1995 (London: Routledge, 1996);
Malcolm Bradbury, The Modern British Novel: 1878-2001, rev. edn (London: Penguin, 2001); John
Brannigan, Orwell to the Present: Literature in England, 1945-2000 (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2002);
Jago Morrison, Contemporary Fiction (London: Routledge, 2003); Philip Tew, The Contemporary
British Novel (London: Continuum, 2004); Peter Childs, Contemporary Novelists: British Fiction Since

1970 (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2005); Brian Finney, English Fiction Since 1984: Narrating a Nation
(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006).
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predictable — over the production of literary criticism at the new millennium.
Criticism can open up new perspectives on literature, but it can also serve to limit
and constrain the kinds of readings that are possible, particularly when it congeals
into a ‘new’ canonical orthodoxy. Whatever the reasons for the comparatively
diminished presence in mainstream criticism of writers born since 1960 - aside
from the enthusiasm generated by Zadie Smith and her debut novel, White Teeth,
which was published in 2000 and has already found a place on a number of
university courses on contemporary or postcolonial fiction —it is arguably from this
quarter that innovative new responses to an increasingly globalised world, as well
as new stylistic directions for narrative fiction, are most likely to surface. Three
particularly interesting writers amongst the emerging ‘new generation’ are
Lawrence Norfolk, Hari Kunzru and David Mitchell, whose work, despite its
favourable reception in the media and on the literary prize circuit, has not yet
received any kind of sustained critical contextualisation. Together, these authors
have produced ten novels as well as short stories and various other writings, and all
have featured on Granta’s prestigious ten-yearly list of Britain’s ‘best young
novelists’, initiated by the Book Marketing Council in 1983.” Whilst Mitchell, Norfolk
and Kunzru experiment ambitiously with textual form and technique - their stories
evoking the contemporary interconnectedness of disjunctive times and spaces -
they also demonstrate a continued commitment to the representational
possibilities of literary narrative. The selected authors have also achieved a measure
of commercial acclaim, bringing into question once more the divide between
literary and popular fiction: Lawrence Norfolk’s debut, Lempriére’s Dictionary,
topped bestseller lists for six months in Germany, where he has become something
of a literary celebrity, whilst David Mitchell’s Cloud Atlas enjoyed similar success in
Britain, with its sales propelled less by the novel making the Man Booker shortlist
than its conferment as Richard & Judy’s ‘Best Read’ of 2005 as part of the hugely
influential Book Club segment of their afternoon television show. Rather differently,
Hari Kunzru’s profile was raised by the controversy that followed his refusal of the

prestigious John Llewellyn Rhys Prize — awarded for his first novel, The

7 See ‘Best of Young British Novelists’ Volumes 1, 2 and 3: Granta, 7 (1983), ed. by Bill Buford;
Granta, 43 (1993), ed. by Bill Buford; and Granta, 81 (2003), ed. by lan Jack.
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Impressionist, in 2002 — because of the award’s sponsorship by the Mail on Sunday.
Kunzru declined the prize on the grounds of what he claimed was the newspaper's
pursuit of ‘an editorial policy of vilifying and demonising refugees and asylum-
seekers’, announcing that ‘the atmosphere of prejudice it fosters translates into
violence, and | have no wish to profit from it’.°

It is intended that in this thesis the work of these three authors will provide a
case study of the narrative approaches explored in contemporary British fiction,
with a particular emphasis on literary developments that may be attributed to the
fluidity and multiplicity of millennial relations. Specifically, the thesis queries how
subjects such as identity, history and geography are treated, and how these might
be related to the notion of globalisation as a culturally dominant rhetorical
response to a range of material developments. Close readings of Kunzru, Norfolk
and Mitchell’s writing, seeking to draw out affiliations between the post-millennial
cultural milieu and their various thematic concerns and modes of aesthetic
representation, will form the backbone of the analysis. Like most selections, the
choice of these particular authors is self-evidently partial and, in some respects,
arbitrary; nevertheless, this study will go on to argue that their work articulates
itself in iluminating ways with contemporary issues and concerns in ways that
justify their grouping as well as suggesting new facets to fictional approaches that
have been emerging in British fiction over the last fifteen years. Methodologically, |
have tried to let myself be guided by the ‘invitations’ implicit or explicit in the
material, though | have made use of various critical tools, ranging from postcolonial
to information theory, when it has seemed appropriate to the text under
discussion. At the same time, | recognise that my readings are tilted towards a
consideration of what impacts a changing geopolitical situation characterised by the
increased mobility of commodities, cultures and subjectivities has had on a
selection of fiction produced in Britain. One can perhaps claim no more than to

offer a freeze-frame of shifting sociocultural and literary currents, particularly when

training one’s gaze on the contemporary, yet over the course of this thesis | hope to

® A full transcript of Kunzru's statement may be found on the author’s website, see ‘Society: Making

Friends with the Mail (2003)’, <http://www.harikunzru.com/hari/jlr.htm> [accessed 25 January
2007).
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demonstrate that a strand of contemporary British fiction is reforging identity in
terms of global flows and networks that transcend traditional, regional boundaries.
It is not my intention, however, to imply that the writers in question constitute any
kind of coherent ‘movement’ or to homogenise their distinctive aesthetic
approaches; and, as well as drawing out points of convergence and commonality
between the selected novelists’ texts, | have been conscious to signal the
differences in their thematic foci and formal alignments.

Without wishing to pre-empt the main argument, what connects together the
work of Mitchell, Kunzru and Norfolk, and also differentiates it from the writing of
much of the previous generation, is a broadening of artistic perspective and
imaginative mobility that are indicative of the new fluidity of networked global
relations. This is to make the assertion that the narrative strategies introduced in
the work of the selected authors reflect significant changes in our consciousness of
time-space and scattered global geographies, as well as offering a medium to
explore alternative modes of subjectivity. Though not entirely abandoning the
framework of ‘the nation’, the selected novelists refashion it as a nodal point in a
distributed network of connections, their narratives articulating the turbulent flows
of people, images and texts whose disparate trajectories trace the emergence of
new conceptual coordinates. In their introduction to the last twentieth-century
issue of the British Council’s New Writing series, editors Lawrence Norfolk and Tibor
Fischer found a similar dynamic in evidence in the texts published in the anthology
that year. Celebrating the productive fragmentation of contemporary British
literature and its increasingly cosmopolitan orientation, Norfolk and Fischer
suggested that the diversity of contemporary fiction refigures the nation as a
‘cultural entrep6t, a place of flux and reflux, differently connected to both Europe
and the US, historically and more problematically to the Indian subcontinent and to
Africa’.” These tendencies have, of course, been developing over a considerably
longer period than the one-year snapshot provided by the anthology, but Norfolk
and Fischer’s comments indicate a tipping point both in terms of the subjects and

themes articulated in contemporary British fiction, and in relation to a critical

? Lawrence Norfolk and Tibor Fischer (eds), New Writing 8 (London: Vintage, 1999), p. xiii.
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perspective that has become more aware of transnational and transcultural

dimensions.

Although their narratives range across a multitude of geographical settings, it
is not merely that Kunzru, Norfolk and Mitchell find fertile ground for their fictions
in countries and cultural contexts outside of Britain, but that in different ways their
work expresses a new understanding of the world as a web of heterogeneous yet
mutually interdependent histories and geographies. In this changed ontological
context, new identities are emerging that are constituted both by the general
mixture and miscegenation of individuals and populations and the cybernetic
metamorphoses of bodies and societies under the influence of new technologies.
The intricate and densely plotted novels of Lawrence Norfolk, for example, weave
epic narratives from the submerged linkages between apparently unrelated
historical events and geographical spaces, tracing hidden patterns and cross-
currents extending over centuries to braid together the lives of distant individuals
and social settings. As we shall see in Chapter Two, the scope and ambition of
Norfolk’s fictions are dizzying, drawing narrative connections between the
formation of the East India Company, the massacre of French Huguenots at La
Rochelle in 1627, and political events leading up to the French Revolution
(Lempriére’s Dictionary); the apocryphal tale of a sunken Baltic city, Spain and
Portugal’s scramble for papal favour in Renaissance Rome, and imperial conquest in
West Africa (The Pope’s Rhinoceros); and, in his latest novel, the mythical hunt for
the Boar of Kalydon in Homeric Greece and its contemporary re-enactment by
Greek partisans during the Second World War (/n the Shape of a Boar). Whilst
conscious of the distinctions between different temporalities and worldly locations,
Norfolk’s texts are animated by the unexpected convergences, counterpoints and
reverberations that emerge from the juxtaposition of diverse histories. In Hari
Kunzru’s work, which will be explored in Chapter Three, empire in both its colonial
and present-day forms is the exploitative regime that connects and segregates
diverse peoples and territories. Kunzru’s first novel The Impressionist (2002) follows
the journey of its shapeshifting protagonist as he is pulled through the imperial
machine, occupying and discarding the multiple subject-positions of the colonial

world on his passage from the Indian subcontinent to Europe and finally to Africa.
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Kunzru’s next book Transmission (2004) works on the mass-mediated interfaces
between characters in India, Britain and North America, presenting a contemporary
world whose citizens are ruthlessly manipulated by the global economy, which
controls their movements and uproots them from traditional connections with
space and place. Chapter Four considers David Mitchell’s formally inventive fictions,
whose fragmented, interlocking narratives create a mosaic of textual modes and
settings that is truly global in scope. Mitchell’s first novel Ghostwritten: A Novel in
Nine Parts (1999) and his third Cloud Atlas (2004) assemble a multitude of
competing voices dispersed across vast tracts of time and space, from Ireland to
Hong Kong to Mongolia, the nineteenth century to the twenty-second. Though
resembling a series of discrete short stories — Ghostwritten and Cloud Atlas have no
overarching plot in a conventional sense — they are held together by the recurrence
of various tropes, images and ideas, which imply a hidden architecture of congruity
and connection. Mitchell’s networked narratives create a composite portrait of
humanity seen as an ocean of confluent, but gloriously various, histories and
trajectories of becoming.

There is, of course, an apparent paradox in the retention of a national
framework in which to situate my analysis; after all, globalisation involves not
merely the acknowledgment of the multiplicity of extra-national influences
contributing to the production and reception of literary texts, but a fundamental
reconfiguration of this geographic frame. Yet what | hope will be borne out by my
readings of Mitchell, Norfolk and Kunzru’s work is precisely the extent to which the
fexts both situate themselves within and cut across broader cultural domains than
the British or transatlantic contexts that have been predominant in postwar fiction.
It should be recognised nonetheless that while the process of globalisation in its
various forms has led to the emergence of different geographies and perceptions of
belonging beyond those encoded in the nation-state, British literature since 1990
has in many respects bifurcated in terms of its fictional response to these changes.
Alongside an articulation of the widened perspective of cultural interaction inherent

in the concept of globality, contemporary British fiction has also seen a turn
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towards regional and localised perspectives.'® The renaissance of specifically
Scottish, Welsh and Northern Irish literatures — whose cultural and linguistic
differences were always rather problematically integrated into the ‘British’ novel -
is one aspect of this movement, as are expressions of regional specificities beneath
the level of the nation, for example in novels such as Tim Pears’s In the Place of
Fallen Leaves (1994), which is set entirely in a small Devon village, and Jon
McGregor’s If Nobody Speaks of Remarkable Things (2003), which is a minute
portrait of a day in the life of a single street in a northern city. These trends may
seem contradictory, but in fact both responses demonstrate the Balkanisation of
British literature and bespeak a loss of confidence in the capacity of national
divisions to account for new conceptions of identity and difference. | have chosen to
focus on a selection of novels that articulate the intercultural and transnational
dimensions of contemporary experience largely because this seems to be a more
progressive response to the new paths of migration and networks of
communication and control than a retreat into particularism.

The substance of this opening chapter has two main objectives. In the.
following section, | will attempt to map out some of the key coordinates and lines of
tension relating to the set of contemporary transformations brought together in the
concept of ‘globalisation’, understood here as a complex array of social, economic,
political, cultural and technological processes. As | will go on to demonstrate, the
development of global capitalism and the spread of mass communications
technologies have had a decisive impact on our experience of post-millennial
reality, such that social relations are becoming increasingly unbound from
geographical constraints. In a world where disembedded identities and cultures are
routed through the networks of a global market that produces new hierarchies of
inclusion and exclusion, new models of political agency and resistance are necessary
which have the same global orientation as the forces they oppose. The analysis will
necessarily be framed in general terms — by its very nature, ‘the global’ tends to

invite rather abstract modes of contemplation — but, as far as possible, | hope to

*® This sense of the two-way movement of contemporary British writing towards global and local

perspectives also informs Lars Ole Sauerberg’s study, Intercultural Voices in Contemporary British
Literature.
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avoid flattening globalisation into a single, all-embracing movement by
acknowledging the multiplicity of its trajectories, as well as its fractures, ruptures
and divides. In the process, | will touch upon a range of interlinked issues, including
the economic advancement of the East; the rise of Islam in the Western
imagination; the legacies of colonialism and continuing impact of imperialism; the
extension of mass-communications networks and information technologies; the
spread of multifarious physical and immaterial flows; and the emergence of
theories of non-linear and ‘complex’ systems as a way of making sense of these
changes. At the same time | remain conscious of the Western-oriented character of
much of the discussion surrounding the emergence of a global consciousness. The
notion of a new global epoch is certainly a persuasive one, but it also should be
viewed with a healthy degree of suspicion, not least because, as David Lyon warns,
the ‘global age’ position could easily slip into a totalising mode, as was the fate of a
good deal of the discourse surrounding postmodernity, and there is little to be
gained from proclaiming a clean break from the past.™

The examination of these material and discursive transformations provides
the grounding for the second strand of my introduction, which will consider these
upheavals in the context of British culture since 1980. The intention of this section is
to offer a necessarily brief and concise overview of literary terrain staked out by the
generation of now-canonical writers who came to prominence during the late 1970s
and early ‘80s, approaching their work through a review of the dominant literary
and critical currents over this period, broadly characterised as the issues and
debates surrounding postmodernism and postcolonialism. In particular, the
discussion seeks to trace what | have termed the ‘worlding’ of the contemporary
British novel over the last two decades, an age during which forms and mores were
shaped more and more by pluricultural and global values, raising increasingly
insistent questions about our relationship with history and the legitimacy of
Western modernity. As Britain was opened up to the commercial and cultural flows
of international capitalism, linear national traditions came to seem ever more

anachronistic in the face of ethnic and cultural diversification, not to mention the

*} Postmodernity, 2™ edn (Buckingham: Open University Press, 1999), p. 65.
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new channels opened by the global media system. Whilst recognising the
continuities that exist between the literature of this period and the work of the
writers forming the basis of this study, | also hope to suggest the ways in which

Norfolk, Mitchell and Kunzru deviate from the dominant literary concerns of an
earlier generation that responded to a different material context.

To restate my position, the contention of this thesis is that there are some
marked contrasts between the narrative forms and modes of identity articulated in
the fictions of the selected authors and the awareness of cultural transition and
multiplicity expressed by the Amis-Rushdie generation. Before we come to this
debate, however, it is necessary to engage in a more thorough exploration of the

perspectives and concepts raised by the phenomenon of globalisation.

A Global Age?

Empire is materialising before our very eyes. Over the past several decades, as
colonial regimes were overthrown and then precipitously after the Soviet
barriers to the capitalist world market finally collapsed, we have witnessed an
irresistible globalisation of economic and cultural exchanges. Along with the
global market and global circuits of production has emerged a global order, a
new logic and structure of rule — in short, a new form of sovereignty. Empire is

the political subject that effectively regulates these global exchanges, the
sovereign power that governs the world.*?

So begins the preface to Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri’s highly influential and
provocative thesis in Empire, which suggests that we have entered a new, global
epoch structured not by modern imperialist geographies but by the deterritorialised
flows released by the expansion of the world capitalist system. This emergent
regime of ‘Empire’ represents something altogether different from the colonial
relations that dominated world order at the beginning of the twentieth century.
Colonial rule depended on the stable borders of the nation-state to regulate the

production and circulation of subjectivities, commodities and capital, administrating

*2 Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, Empire (Cambridge, MA and London: Harvard University Press,
2000), p. xi.
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over distant territories from fixed centres of power. In contrast, Empire materialises
in the twilight of modern political regimes, superseding, though not dissolving, the
waning authority of the nation-state with an apparatus of rule constituted by the
growth of transnational corporations, non-governmental organisations (NGOs),
media conglomerates and the increasing predominance of post-industrial forms of
accumulation, labour and production. Unlike the striated or gridded spaces of
modernity, which depended on a dialectical play between inside and outside, order
and disorder, civilised ‘progress’ and atavistic barbarism, Empire is conceived as a
smooth, networked space criss-crossed by complex faultlines of differentiation and
homogenisation.?® The realisation of the world market means that exclusionary
boundaries are perpetually reworked under the banner of universal inclusion and
integration, for the new regime of Em pire thrives on circuits of movement and
mixture, functioning not through rigid structures of control but flexible and
contingent modulations across an unbounded terrain. If for Hardt and Negri this
apparatus of ‘governance without government’ generates a world order wielding
enormous powers of oppression and destruction, its administrative logic
penetrating almost every aspect of social life in a concrete realisation of Foucault’s
‘biopower’, it also gives rise to emancipatory possibilities on a potentially global
scale. The authors suggest that in the era of globalisation, the creative forces of the
‘multitude’ that sustains Empire - in effect a contemporary recasting of the Marxist
proletariat — are also capable of constructing an oppositional ‘counter-Empire’,
making use of the same planetary flows and exchanges to create a democratic
alternative to global neoliberalism.'* The prosthetic and informatic technologies of
the new media permit the extension of ever more invasive mechanisms of
surveillance and control, but, according to the authors, they also open up

opportunities for radically new forms of human cooperation and creativity. Under

3 For a comparison between the spatial tropes of the modern ‘grid’ and the contemporary
‘network’, see Mark C. Taylor, The Moment of Complexity: Emerging Network Culture (Chicago and
London: University of Chicago Press, 2001), pp. 3-23.

** The idea of the ‘multitude’ derives from the philosophical writings of Spinoza; see Empire, pp. 60-
6. Whilst Empire is mainly concerned with mapping the new imperial order, tracing its continuities
with European modernity, the ‘multitude’ remains a powerful but hazily delimited figure. Hardt and
Negri's companion-piece, Multitude: War and Democracy in the Age of Empire (London: Hamish

Hamilton, 2004), focuses more explicitly on the constitution of the multitude as the vitalistic motor
of history.
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the processes of globalisation, alternatives to capitalism are not defeated so much
as given the chance to operate on a worldly scale.

Whatever the questionable assertions of Hardt and Negri’s argument —can a
totally integrated social order exist without also demanding conformity and
universally shared values? Could the multitude really create an alternative global
society? How would this counter-Empire be structured and maintained? —itis a
provocative intervention in contemporary debates surrounding globalisation that
obliges us to think hard about the scale of political and social change. For this
reason, Hardt and Negri’s thesis acts as a touchstone for my own study, and
references to it are threaded through the chapters that follow. Nevertheless, they
are by no means the only commentators to have suggested that we have entered
an era of unprecedented global relations. In many ways foreshadowing Hardt and
Negri's argument, Martin Albrow’s earlier theorisation of the ‘Global Age’ suggests
that our conceptualisation of this new epoch is held back by recourse to the
theoretical models and terminology of post/modernity, which are unable to
adequately frame the new configuration of human activities and conditions of
existence.® For both Albrow and Hardt and Negri, the contemporary proliferation
of post-theories, such as postmodernism or postcolonialism, can only gesture
towards modernity’s transformation in a vague and confused way, and their
political strategies are only effective on this old terrain. Though offering useful ways
of re-reading the received narrative of modernity, these discourses’ deconstruction
of the essentialist foundations of the universal humanist/imperial subject and their
valorisation of specificity, multiplicity, hybridity are in fact easily assimilated into the
logic of a new social order dependent on the fluidity and instability of every
determinate ontological relationship. The affirmation of the free play of differences
across boundaries, that recurrent trope in every ‘post’ discourse, is liberating only in
a context where power works through fixed identities, binary divisions and stable
oppositions, rather than by means of differential hierarchies and fragmented
subjectivities. In many ways, this is merely to point towards the inevitable historicity

of theory, which is never able to grasp fully the moment that it is trying to analyse,

*> The Global Age: State and Society Beyond Modernity (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1996).
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relying on concepts and narratives that only relate incompletely to the full plethora
of life-world circumstances. But whilst Empire attempts to retain some of the
revolutionary and utopian elements of the modern tradition, Albrow argues that
passage into ‘globality’ signals the final decay of the modern project, which can no
longer integrate alternative, non-Western frames of reference into its narrative.
Here, the materiality of the globe is a collective frame of reference, not merely for a
cosmopolitan elite or metropolitan ‘comprador intelligentsia’ but for ordinary
people around the world.'® Far from homogenising cultural expression, the
intensification of global interconnectedness spawns a diverse constellation of
worlds that may be inhabited simultaneously.

These are stimulating ideas and, as Julian Murphet observes, it is possible to
see the history of the twentieth century and beyond in terms of ‘broadening
horizons of global consciousness and the dissolution or dilation of known space’.’
In both academic and popular discourses, the concept of ‘globalisation’ has become
almost ubiquitous, accruing the authority of a master-trope used to describe
virtually every aspect of contemporary life. Thus it refers at once to the complex
transformations of production, consumption and labour in the capitalist system, to
the erosion of the nation-state as a coherent ‘imagined community’, to the struggle
between the homogenising effects of a global (North American) culture and various
local cultures and traditions, to the rise of new information and communication
technologies such as satellite broadcasting and the internet. Although there is little
agreement about globalisation’s historical specificity, geographic reach, or even its
dominant causes and effects, there is a degree of consensus regarding the general
conception of the term. David Harvey’s notion of the ‘time-space compression’
brought about by the increased mobility of capital is well established, and this is
accompanied by Roland Robertson’s awareness of an ‘intensification of the
consciousness of the world as a whole’, alongside Anthony Giddens's suggestion

that the emergence of such a consciousness entails the structurally significant

1® Kwame Anthony Appiah, ‘The Postcolonial and the Postmodern’, in The Post-Colonial Studies

Reader, ed. by Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths and Helen Tiffin (London: Routledge, 1995), pp. 119-24
(p. 119).

* *postmodernism and Space’, in The Cambridge Companion to Postmodernism, ed. by Steven
Connor (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), pp. 116-35 (p. 127).
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interlacing of local contextualities with distant social events and relations.’® In
essence, this concerns the idea of the world as one ‘place’, where social, political
and economic activities are becoming stretched across the globe, and where the
expanding scale, growing magnitude, speeding up and deepening impact of
interregional flows produces new patterns of social organisation and interaction.
This shift is the consequence of many different factors, including the spread of
consumer capitalism, Western imperialist expansion and the development of a
global media system. But whilst the genealogy of globalisation is a predominantly
Eurocentric one, product of a modernity that ripples outw_ards into more and more
contexts and whose spread is accelerated by new technologies, it would be
reductive to understand it merely as the unfolding of modern tendencies across
passive planetary space. Indeed, globality also involves greater interchange
between differing historical narratives and images of global order, and is thus a
sharply contested terrain. This is not least because of the waning of occidental
economic and political hegemony which, particularly from the viewpoint of those
who live in Western societies, seems to signal the passage to a new stage of cultural
fluidity and intermingling.19 Globalisation, then, is perhaps most helpfully seen as at
once a problem, a conflict about in what or whose currency the world is being

‘worlded’, and a complex of multidimensional and reflexive processes that are

extraordinarily difficult to encapsulate.
Of course, this reflexivity is intimately bound together with the explosion of
academic interest in globalisation, which has emerged as the pre-eminent way of

figuring disparate social trends. The images and ideas that circulate in critical

discourse, as well as the popular media, do not merely reflect the changing social

*® see David Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity: An Enquiry into the Origins of Cultural Change
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1989), pp. 240-2; Roland Robertson, Globalisation: Social Theory and Global
Culture (London: Sage, 1992), p. 8; and Anthony Giddens, The Consequences of Modernity
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1990).

' Jonathan Friedman argues against seeing globalisation as part of a general evolutionary process,
suggesting instead that it constitutes a temporary phase and should be understood in relation to
hegemonic decline, as evidenced by increasing competition as capital shifts to East Asia and the
growth of transnational corporations. Although Friedman does admit that the world is more globally
connected than ever before, he rejects the idea that the mobility and mixing of cultures is a
substantively new phenomenon, arguing that the consciousness of impermanence and the
emergence of the discourse of hybridity are social products of a self-identified cosmopolitan elite.
See ‘The Hybridisation of Roots and the Abhorrence of the Bush’, in Spaces of Culture: City, Nation,
World, ed. by Mike Featherstone and Scott Lash (London: Sage, 1999), pp. 230-55.
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world but actively help to shape it. This is not to deny the objective reality of global
transformations; rather it is to keep in mind that our experience of them is
inseparable from the often self-perpetuating carapace of explication and analysis,
and the legacy of colonial history warns us against naturalising geographical and
spatial constructs such as progressive accounts of globalisation.?’ But if the
condition of globality currently represents a culturally dominant frame of reference
for the Western imagination, a condition that is simultaneously shared and made, it
is through various cultural productions that it is symbolised and understood.
Although these geo-historical trajectories are unstable and complex, and precisely
what globalisation is ‘about’ is a dramatic increase in the fluidity and complexity of
human relations as people and technologies are entanglea in multiple, mutating
and mutually defining connections, | share Philip Tew’s confidence in the capacity of
literary writing to reveal while veiling, to construct fictional worlds that allow us to

gain new perspectives on our material realities:

All thoughts, all theories, are about something. All perceptions are of
something. All texts have referents. These exist independently of our
perceptions, thoughts and theories. All texts involve such thinking about our
thinking about reality. This is so, however diffuse or complex the process
becomes in the narrative and its relationship with the life-world.**

The rapid changes to systems and structures that have long organised everyday life
mean that we are currently living in a moment of extraordinary complexity,
characterised by entrenched and enduring patterns of worldwide
interconnectedness. Such profound changes challenge us to develop alternative
ways of understanding the world and of interpreting our experience, and in this
sense place new demands on narrative fiction, which has always been a medium for
making sense of the world.

That we all now apparently live in one world has become a cliché mediated

through a range of images. Photographs of the planet earth in space taken by the

2 John Hegglund, ‘Modernism, Africa and the Myth of Continents’, in Geographies of Modernism:

Literatures, Cultures, Spaces, ed. by Peter Brooker and Andrew Thacker {London: Routledge, 2005),
pp. 43-53.

*! ‘Reconsidering Literary Interpretation’, in After Postmodernism: An Introduction to Critical Realism,
ed. by José Lépez and Garry Potter (London and New York: Athlone, 2001), pp. 196-205 (p. 202).
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Apollo astronauts returning from the moon are accompanied by fears of impending
ecological disaster hastened by accelerated climate change, while global brands
such as Nike and Coca-Cola recycle ecumenical sentiments once the preserve of
religious movements, imagining a humanity united under totemic commercial
banners of the capitalist good life. Such discourses heighten the sense of
connectedness and interdependency condensed into Marshall McLuhan’s
communitarian vision of a ‘global village’ produced by the worldwide diffusion of
communication technologies.** The awareness of the finitude and territorial
boundedness of the earth contributes to the erosion of the spatial distances
separating and insulating people from the imperatives of contiguity and coevalness.
A world of discrete, internally cohesive national or regional spaces, their
consistency structured by the dialectical play between inside and outside, is in the
course of being re-conceptualised as single plane shaped by the planetary
circulations of various flows: of information, ideas, money, commodities, people
and images. For theorists such as Arjun Appadurai, the juxtaposition of these flows
creates a new order of instability in the production of modern subjectivities, which
in turn demands a form of analysis reliant on figures of process, uncertainty and the
volatility of relations rather than older images of order, stability and systemacity.
His own framework traces five dimensions of global flow, which Appadurai terms
‘scapes’, consisting of ethnoscapes (the landscape of flows of people), mediascapes
(the distribution of capabilities to disseminate information and narrative-based
accounts of reality), ideoscapes (éoncatenations of political or ideological images),
technoscapes (the global configuration of technology), and finanscapes (the fluid
distribution of global capital).?’ The suffix ‘~scape’ points towards the fluidity and
irregularity of these diverse domains as well as indicating the formal commonalities
that exist between them. These provide the building blocks for a multitude of
disjunctive ‘imagined worlds’ constituted by their channelling into the historically
situated contexts of persons and groups spread across the globe. In a way

analogous to Benedict Anderson’s discussion of the relationship between the nove!

See The Gutenberg Galaxy: The Making of Typographic Man (London: Routledge, 1962).

Modem:ty At Large: Cultural Dimensions of Globalisation (Minneapolis and London: University of
Minneapolis Press, 1996), pp. 27-47.
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and the nation, the contemporary circulation of images and bodies, mediated by
new technology, contributes to the emergence of a world-space as an imaginative
locus for competing visions of modernity on a global scale, an acknowledgement of
multivocal world histories.?* Whether or not one agrees with Appadurai’s precise
delineation of this fractal landscape, his model does capture a sense of the complex
negotiations between individual sites of agency and globally defined fields of
possibility. It does seem to be increasingly the case that people based in dis persed
locales, and especially the cadre of global cosmopolitan elites, have come to share a
common range of cultural referents, but if this amounts to a global culture in the
orocess of becoming, it is one that is very different from the past emergence of
national cultures that were largely able to synthesise local differences in relation to
an exterior of other apparently coherent national narratives.”

Unlike the economic and political integration carried out by the imperialist
project, which essentially expanded the sovereignty of the European nations
beyond state boundaries, one of the most significant aspects of the notion of a
global space of relations is that it is no longer possible to imagine a transcendental
‘outside’ to this web of interdependencies. This is not to say that the various
processes constituting globalisation are evenly distributed, or that they exert the
same effects everywhere, merely that no place on the earth can opt out of these
relations. After all, the conditions and the very concept of globality are at once
manifestly contested and deeply divisive, involving a massive, worldwide
restratification that excludes entire segments of the world’s population from its
benefits. Indeed, the very material transformations that promote the uniformity of
the globe are at the same time causes of division, particularly for those who are
unwilling to embrace fluidity, mobility and impermanence as fundamental
conditions, or are simply not positioned to channel the circulation of global flows.?®

Despite its uneven distribution, the global may be understood as a field of mutual

entanglements composed by a hybridised plurality of mobile and mutable cultures,

** see Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (London: Verso,
1983).

® For a discussion of the tension between local and global cultures, see Mike Featherstone, Undoing
fﬁulture: Globalisation, Postmodernism and Identity (London: Sage, 1995), especially pp. 86-101.
See Zygmunt Bauman, Globalisation: The Human Consequences (Cambridge: Polity, 1998), p. 2.
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cybernetic interpenetrations of the ‘wetware’ of corporeal bodies with informatic
and prosthetic machines, and the reflexive binding together of natural and human
systems. Difference, here, is maintained through connection rather than separation.
But how decisively new is this process; have populations not always existed in
interconnection with others? Doreen Massey warns against making a false
distinction between a past seen as marked by a unity of place — a pre-modern
Elysium of authentic spatial consistency —and a contemporary space of flows where
uniqueness emerges from a network of interrelations.’’ Nostalgic responses to
globalisation mourning the loss of old spatial coherences may be longing for what

never existed, part of the phantasmagoria of invented traditions and heritages that
are not antithetical to the modern imagination but actually created by it.2% If
globalisation is to mean any more than the completed universalisation of Western
modernity, retaining its tendency to loop spatial differentiation into a temporal
sequence of historical ‘development’, with the West predictably at the head of the
queue, then it is surely to bring into question the univocity of the occidental
historical model. As Walter Mignolo suggests, the current form of technocapitalism
is creating the conditions to think spatially and to relativise a modernity that from
its very inception has denied the coevalness of various marginalised others both
external and internal to its self-constitution.®” That said, this is not to deny that the
world is perhaps more riven by inequities than it has been at any point in human
history. Instead, the linking together of globalisation with the postcolonial emphasis
on coeval historical narratives brings to the foreground the fact that there are no
people in the present world living in the past, in contradistinction to the Hegelian
mode! of universal history, and that this present makes manifest ‘a variety of

chronological circles and temporal rhythms’.° The acknowledgement of one’s own

*7 for space (London: Sage, 2005), pp. 62-9. Massey takes particular issue with Anthony Giddens's
linear model of modernisation based on a contrast between traditional (pre-modemn) culture and
post-traditional {(modern) culture, since this flattens space of its dynamic multiplicity by imagining it
as a set of pre-constituted variations where differences are purely the result of internal
characteristics.

#% see Anthony Giddens, Runaway World: How Globalisation is Reshaping Our Lives (London: Profile
Books, 1999), pp. 36-50.
* ‘Globalisation, Civilisation and Languages’, in The Cultures of Globalisation, ed. by Fredric Jameson

and Masao Miyoshi (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1998), pp. 32-53.
* Ibid., p. 37.
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contemporal becoming alongside others in time, of the mutual imbrication and
enfolding of different time-scales, is a field of perception that has doubtlessly been
opened up by the imperatives and technologies of global capitalism. However, in
making this statement | am not proposing that the corrugation of the contemporary
by disjunct temporalities is merely an expression of universal capitalist
synchronisation. On the contrary, the light-speed of mediated representation and
financial flow is only one strand of our saturated, volatile present, and these
multiple temporalities do not merely clash but undergo continuous mutation as
they filter into each other. One of the dangers of wholeheartedly embracing the
‘elobal age’ position as marking a clean break from modernity is that it could easily
slip into a totalising mode, much like modernity once did, and this could serve to
obscure globalisation’s complex and contradictory tendencies.? Certainly, the
rhetoric of newness that initially sustained globalist discourse has been largely

replaced by more diachronic narratives that consider the development of these
forces in the longue durée. In this sense, it may be that rather than producing
anything ‘new’ in the sphere of economics, politics and culture, globalisation has
produced the conditions that might permit us to rethink culture in a larger historical

frame. As lain Chambers puts it:

In the mutual complexities of the westernising of the world and the worlding
of the west, each and every history bears witness to its particular worldly
location, and the manner in which that has come to be represented and...
repressed. So, in speaking from somewhere the voice that testifies to a
particular past and present increasingly resonates in the channels of global
amplification.>?

One of the reasons why it became necessary, even urgent, to talk about the

world as a whole is related to the collapse of the Eastern Bloc as an opposing force

to the West in 1989. The ending of the Cold war, which had underpinned

international relations for over forty years, necessitated a rethinking of the entire

*! Consequently, David Lyon’s desire to retain elements from the concept of postmodernity as a

material social, as well as cultural, formation is one that | share. See Postmodernity, 2™ edn, pp. 46-
68.

2 culture After Humanism: History, Culture, Subjectivity (London: Routledge, 2001), p. 15. Ellipsis in
original.
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system of global politics and the development of new discourses to explain the
nature of the ‘new world order’. As well as removing the final significant barrier to
the world-wide circulation of capitalism, the fall of the Berlin Wall marked a shift
away from a global labour market stabilised by Cold War restrictions and
orchestrated primarily by American interests. In this context, then, the concept of
globalisation has served as both a screen for the spread of neoliberal capitalism and
a justification for the emerging political and economic order, the ‘natural’ outcome
of a history that ends, according to Francis Fukuyama’s controversial thesis, with
the ‘victory’ of Western democracy.>® Of course, this perpetuates the tendency to
read globalisation merely as a homogenising movement, one that eventually
incorporates and integrates heterogeneous elements as it expands to reach the
natural limits of the globe; and if it is comprehended solely in econpmic and political
terms then this may appear to be the case, though the rise of Islam as an alternative
global vision does seem to present this evolutionary model with some particularly
insistent problems. In cultural terms, too, globalisation has been interpreted as an
extension of the economic and political domination of the United States, which
thrusts its hegemonic cultural productions to all parts of the world and effectively
erases local forms of expression. Here, the West’s rapacious cultural imperialism is
only intensified by the proliferation of media networks permitting its images and
ideals to be beamed directly into distant people’s homes. This idea of the global as
the final expansion of Western dominance to the natural limits of the world is
cognate with the propensity to view globalisation as a consequence of modernity,
tending to see capitalist developments as happening in a linear fashion and
producing standardised results everywhere, as in the refrains of ‘McDonaldisation’
and ‘Coca-Colonisation’. But if there are integrative processes at work, and the logic
of commodity consumption and bureaucratic modes of organisation, for instance,
define much of modern cultural life around the globe, globalisation is not a one-way
trajectory whereby the global penetration of Western culture inexorably leads to

the effacement or evisceration of cultural differences. As Hardt and Negri are

conscious to stress, the materialisation of a world market as a global field or totality

* See The End of History and the Last Man (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1992).
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does not equate to the totalisation of scattered identities, as was the case with the
modernist nightmare of the industrial machine; rather, it thrives on the production
of difference and is able to incorporate diverse forms of life, even those that oppose
the global itself. Indeed, contingency, mobility and flexibility are the source of its
power, and thus heterogeneity is less negated or attenuated than affirmed and
arranged in a modulating apparatus of command.

Another event in 1989 also served to mark the advent of a new context of
global relations. The controversy surrounding the publication of Salman Rushdie’s
novel The Satanic Verses, which led to the Ayatollah Khomeini’s declaration of a
fatwa against the author in response to his alleged ‘blasphemy’ of the sanctity of
the Quran, exposed the deep-seated ideological contradictions within and between
different versions of a modernity whose traversal of other histories and competing
epistemologies meant that it was no longer the exclusive property of Western
societies. The schism between pluralised Western liberalism and monologic Islamic
orthodoxy — a conflict that the novel itself draws out, yet cannot unravel — was
habitually portrayed as a clash of civilisations, its rhetoric prefiguring that of the
contemporary ‘War on Terror’. Yet the fact that hostility to the text was also
expressed by British Muslims — communities in Bolton and Bradford demonstrated
by publicly burning copies of the book — complicated this picture somewhat,
suggesting that the neat dichotomies underpinning Cold War political relations had
become inadequate conceptual tools to map a world structured by the fluid
mobility of people and ideas through networks that link and relate rather than
divide. Fundamentalism is itself the product of the modern world, but though these
diametrically opposed responses to globalisation appeared to be largely kept in
check during the nineties — leading to hubristic pronouncements of a ‘new world
order’ ushered in by the spread of liberal democracy — the terrorist bombing of New
York’s World Trade Centre in 2001 signalled the dramatic emergence of a new
regime of political relations split along the faultlines exposed by the publication of
Rushdie’s novel, an event whose ramifications are explored in the concluding
chapter of this thesis. While the so-called ‘Rushdie Affair’ was more than a mere
media spectacle, it could not have taken place without the worldwide distribution

of media and communications networks, which filtered the events and often served
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to exaggerate the intransigence of the offending parties. Indeed, a number of
similarities may be drawn with the mass-mediated outrage following the
publication in 2005 of a series of inflammatory cartoons caricaturing the prophet

Muhammad in the Danish newspaper Jyllands-Posten. Whereas Rushdie’s novel
raised the debates between literature and religion on the one hand, and artistic
freedom and censorship on the other, the cartoons seemed deliberately designed
to provoke those who already felt economically and politically marginalised. In this
case, the spread of censure and indignation was even more pervasive and rapid,
perhaps a consequence of the availability of new distribution media, most obviously
the Internet, although the questionable artistic and moral purpose of the cartoons
was also an important factor. In contrast to the involvement of only eight countries
and around twenty-five deaths connected with the Rushdie Affair, the protests that
erupted in the wake of the Danish cartoons extended to about thirty different
countries and led to the foss of 139 lives. This response perhaps exemplifies the
changes over the intervening period, suggesting that the world’s greater
interconnectedness brings with it increasingly unstable political and cultural
relations as a range of different, even incompatible, viewpoints are brought into
close proximity.

The relative decline of the West, and America in particular, as the hegemonic
centres of authority over the peripheral rest, makes the simplistic yoking together
of globalisation and Westernisation difficult to sustain. In any case, the notion that
these tendencies are analogous relies on a rather undynamic conception of cultural
transmission. The dissemination of cultural artefacts is less a kind of blanket
coverage muffling all indigenous modes of expression than a dialectical process of
mutual exchange, where cross-cultural contact reveals the permeability of cultural
boundaries and produces new hybrid forms that are commodified and capitalised. If
economic and technological transformations are primarily what make it possible to
visualise the world as a single space, it is not necessary to presume that other
interrelated processes replicate the same patterns. The logic of integration and
homogenisation is simultaneously accompanied by opposed tendencies operating
across all the primary domains of social power. Diversity and heterogeneity, the

proliferation of alternative identities and differing orientations towards the global
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situation, are equally constitutive of the contemporary world. Indeed, what the
discourses of globalisation make apparent is that notions of the universal and the
particular are a dialectical nexus, and just as globalising trends modify experiences

of the local, so too do specific local practices have a determinate impact on the
global. Roland Robertson has coined the term ‘glocalisation’ to capture this sense of
interdependency that produces new identifications articulated through the
ambiguous interlocking of presence and absence.** Although for Robertson this
global-local nexus is not an unprecedented phenomenon — he traces a number of
discrete phases of globalisation stretching as far back as the early fifteenth century
in Europe — the twentieth century’s technological innovations have resulted in an
unmatched compression of world geography, accentuating issues of
universalisation and particularisation. This presents certain challenges to our
historical consciousness of place. The rise of various reactionary nationalisms,
fundamentalist discourses, introverted obsessions with ‘heritage’, struggles to
recover ‘authentic’ ethnic identities, and increasingly fine-grained modes of identity
presentation — to name just a few examples — may all be seen as responses to the
speed and volatility of global change that for many appears to be sweeping away
established psychic geographies. What these represent are not anti-modern
resurgences of primordial identities and values, but powerful refusals of the
contemporary historical passage in course. Just as on the one hand globalisation
dissolves the constraints of territory, with the world openead up by the apparently
weightless circulation of capital, information and human actors evoking a kind of
intoxicating vertigo for those able to take advantage of this mobility, on the other it
is both fuelled by ‘archaic’ sentiments of parochialism and insularity and generates
intensified space-fixing processes, such as augmented surveillance and tighter

border controls.> As 1 will argue in Chapter Three, this is a key dynamic in the

*4 Globalisation: Social Theory and Global Culture (London: Sage, 1992).

* Indeed, Zygmunt Bauman frames the duality of the global-local nexus in terms of an increased
polarisation, where the impact of global mobility and speed has divergent effects in different social
and geographical contexts. For the ‘global elite’ with access to travel and communication
technologies, the freedom to move coupled with the new deterritorialisation of power serves only to
consolidate their position further, becoming virtually immune from local interference. In contrast,
those unable to wield these disembedded global flows are further disempowered and isolated,
confined to ghettoised localities that are shaped from without by anonymous global forces. See
Globalisation: The Human Consequences (Cambridge: Polity, 1998), and Bauman’s follow-up, Liquid
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writing of Hari Kunzru, which explores the issues raised by the disembedded quality
of contemporary identity and critiques the political divisions created and
maintained by the intersections of imperialism, capitalism and modernity.

That the sense of place and a situated, organically embedded selfhood seems
in some way under threat is an orthodoxy of ‘our’ postmodern and postcolonial
condition, a pervasive form of ontological insecurity where, to paraphrase Yeats,
the centre no longer holds. This is largely due to changing global circumstances that,
as | have suggested, have given rise to a shift in the balance of power away from the
West, such that it can no longer ignore other histories and ways of life it was
previously able to marginalise. Indeed, perceptions of immersion and enguifment
have much to do with the spatialisation and retrospective re-phrasing of the unitary
Western narrative of modernity in the context of globalisation.’® What the relative
fluidity of post-millennial relations brings into question is the modern assumption
that cultures, societies and nations had an integral relation to bounded spaces that
were internally coherent and differentiated from each other by separation, a
geographical imagination that underpinned the imperial project to organise global
space. Indeed, the very idea of ‘place’ entails the problematical necessity of a
boundary that situates difference on the outside and constructs its uniqueness by
turning inwards to recover or invent an evolutionary historical narrative, a process
that must simultaneously flatten or assimilate a range of internal contradictions.
Consequently, the discursive construction of Britishness as a coherent national
identity depended both on its differentiation from distant colonial others and on
the concurrent incorporation and effacement of the specificities of class and
gender.

These arbitrary borderlines, then, have never been hermetic, but wide-scale
migration and the spread of communications networks that unshackle cultural

codes from their location within a national narrative have intensified the sense of

Modernity (Cambridge: Polity, 2000}, which further refines this position. Though Bauman perhaps
overstates the dichotomy between the worlds at the top and bottom of this emergent hierarchy of
mobility, and sees little hope of a rapprochement between them, his analysis is valuable in drawing
gsttention to the uneven effects of globalising processes.

See Stuart Hall, ‘When Was the “Post-Colonial”? Thinking at the Limit’, in The Post-Colonial

Question: Common Skies, Divided Horizons, ed. by lain Chambers and Lidia Curti (London: Routledge,
1996), pp. 242-60.
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their brittleness. As form gives way to flux and social relations become increasingly
stretched out over space, mediation makes notions of separation difficult to sustain.
Rather than zones of segregation, boundaries are reconceived as sites of
transmission and interface: places are less static ‘containers’ of particular spatial
identities than processes of interaction, articulated moments in networks of
understandings that link with the wider world, and are thus profoundly political and
ideological.3’ The benefit of understanding places in terms of the particularity of
their connections to other places beyond — criss-crossed, even constituted, by paths
of movement with varying speeds and trajectories —is that it becomes possible to
think the local and the global together without setting one against the other.>® Far
from conjuring the image of completed simultaneity in which all interconnections
have already been established, a vision of integrated totality implicit in the concept
of a ‘world system’, here global space is seen as a theatre for multiple durations and
becomings where the interconnectivity of relations is fundamentally open-ended.*
The topographical cartography that was one of modernisation’s, and, of course,
imperialism’s, fundamental technologies has, at the beginning of the new
millennium, been displaced by a topological logic of relation and contiguity that
figures space as a morphic ensemble of movements, stretchings, crumplings,
fluctuations, involutions and distortions. In this milieu of continuities and
connections, the confluence of physical and virtual planes where information is
imbued with the material inertia of forms and forces, there can be no point of
departure or termination, merely structured relations of enclosure and flow. Of
course, there are dissonances, ruptures and attenuations here, too, which are just
as much a part of globalised spatial relations as liberal imaginings of a smooth world

of unbounded connectivity and glorious, complex mixity. Yet the movement from

*" Edward Soja, Postmodern Geographies: The Reassertion of Space In Critical Social Theory (London:
Verso, 1989).

*® See Doreen Massey, ‘Power-Geometry and a Progressive Sense of Place’, in Mapping the Futures:
Local Cultures, Global Change (London: Routledge, 1993), ed. by Jon Bird and others, pp. 59-69.

** The philosophical reassertion of space as both a material product of social relations and as a site of
changing cultural meanings can be traced back in particular to the spatial phenomenology of Henri
Lefebvre’s The Production of Space, trans. by Donald Nicholson-Smith {Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1991).
More recently, the work of Miche! Serres, Bruno Latour and Manuel DelLanda has continued the

critique of a static and stabilised space, advocating instead the notion of place as a latticework of
movements and foldings.
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static representation towards more open and shifting patterns of intermingling
permits an imaginative revisioning of cultural history no longer framed by an
autonomously unfolding modernity. If this has become necessary both because of

widespread migration, often taking the form of an outside-in recursion from the
former peripheries to the post-imperial metropolis, as well as the unparalleled
fluidity of cultural artefacts voraciously incorporated and recycled by global
capitalism, it places significant strains on definitions of citizenship and belonging,
and not solely in Western countries.

The notion of ‘home’, then, is a crucial site of contestation in a world that
appears to have changed state from ‘solid’ into ‘liquid’, shaped by unpredictable
ripples of turbulence and consumerist manipulations of transience and
impermanence.“o As a staging ground for identity construction, the stability of place
is being undermined by the spread of technology, rationalisation and processes of
economic transformation; even those who physically stay in place may become
disembedded by the inroads of modern means of communication.* Whether it is
done explicitly or implicitly, it has become de rigeur when talking about
contemporary identity to set a rooted, essentialist and reactionary version against a
performative, itinerant and hybridised alternative, where ‘authentic’ grounding is
an intransigent and potentially pernicious fantasy. In this context, the concept of
‘diaspora’ has emerged as a particularly suggestive semantic vehicle that brings
together these conflictual imperatives, albeit without resolving their tension.** Paul
Gilroy’s notion of the ‘black Atlantic’, for example, proposes an analysis of
modernity that is fluid and dynamic, and an understanding of situatedness looking
beyond the structures of the nation-state and the constraints of ethnic

particularity.®® By centring his study of the long history of African-diasporic culture

* In Liquid Modernity, Zygmunt Bauman suggests that the West has shifted from a ‘solid’ hardware-
based modernity, characterised by heavy industry, Fordist mass-production, imperial expansion and
monopoly capitalism, towards a ‘light’ or ‘liquid’ software-based modernity which poses fresh
ﬂmallenges for the cognitive frameworks used to narrate individual experience and joint identities.

David Harvey, ‘From Space to Place and Back Again: Reflections on the Condition of
zostmodernity’, in Mapping the Futures, pp. 3-29 (p. 11).

Indeed, Susheila Nasta observes that the etymology of ‘diaspora’ connotes both dispersal and
settlement; see Home Truths: Fictions of the South Asian Diaspora in Britain (London: Palgrave,
2002), p. 7.

** See The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness (London: Verso, 1993).
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on the triangular relationship between North America, Africa and Europe, Gilroy’s
intention is to take the Atlantic as a single, complex element of analysis and thus to
open up a mobile space for the articulation of black tradition that is not fixedina
pre-modern past or imaginary homeland but constituted by nomadic lines of
passage at once within and outside of mo'dernity. As Peter Brooker observes, this
concept of diasporic dwelling ‘involves a stereoscopic notion of place and non-
synchronous view of time’, and therefore has a number of affinities with a
modernity that has become increasingly reflexive and contested.** Indeed, such
metaphors of makginality, travel and transgressive border-crossing are paradoxically
foundational to the anti-foundational rhetoric of the various ‘post’ discourses
which, their distinct concerns and political intentions notwithstanding, advocate a
politics of difference to contest the essentialist binaries and hierarchies of the
modern field of power that is overwhelmingly white, male and European. The
general critique of fixed subjectivities and categories promotes a notion of
habitation that wanders and migrates instead of having a fixed base or home;
indeed, it raises fundamental questions about what it means to possess a homeland
in a world of complex discontinuities and fragmented experiences. As Caren Kaplan
indicates in her discussion of the political implications of such ‘travelling theory’, the
figure of the nomad in contemporary postmodern and postcolonial discourse has
come to represent ‘a subject position that offers an idealised model of movement
based on perpetual displacement’.*’ Although Gilroy is conscious that his depiction
of this confluence of narratives does not slide into the fetishisation of displacement
and itinerant cosmopolitanism that is a habitual gesture in metropolitan theory, he
does try to delineate a new form of ‘unhomely’ community through the affirmation
of hybrid multiplicity.

The conceptual apparatus of the ‘black Atlantic’ permits the histories of those
marginalised by Western modernity to be reframed as a diasporic gathering. In this
new context, the sundering and splitting performed by colonialist exploitation sows

the seeds of an alternative form of collective identity that, with its emphasis on the

“ Modernity and Metropolis: Writing, Film and Urban Formations (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2002), pp.
20-1.

*> Questions of Travel: Postmodern Discourses of Displacement (London: Duke University Press,
1996), p. 66.
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play of difference across boundaries, operates as a powerful mode of resistance to
such oppressive structures. This is the liberation of differences under the sign of
collective homelessness, the projection of a world in which the given principles of
differentiation have become outmoded, envisaging a new kind of shared future
beyond parochial nationalisms and entrenched identity politics, one that in Gilroy’s
more recent work traces the outlines of an incipient ‘planetary humanism’.*® But
this new form of humanism is only imaginable as a consequence of the
renegotiations of subjectivity in the wake of the postcolonial; and rather than
seeking to rekindle a dubious liberal universalism that imposes a hegemonic ideal of
the human, Gilroy argues for a cosmopolitan solidarity amongst people around the
world, a form of creative cohabitation embracing the everyday negotiation of
difference as constitutive of humanity. Like Hardt and Negri’s notion of the
multitude, this involves strategies of cooperation appropriate for an increasingly
divided and differentiated, but also increasingly convergent, planet, in lieu of
narrowly identity-based social movements. As we shall see in Chapter Four, of the
three authors whose work is analysed in this thesis, the novels of David Mitchell
perhaps come closest to expressing a (post)humanist vision that is truly global in
orientation.

A world population whose disparate experiences, practices and economic and
environmental fates seem ever more closely linked together thus necessitates
alternative modes of conceptualisation based on an awareness of what John
Tomlinson terms ‘complex connectivity’.*’ Though the rapid development of
cybernetic, information and telematic technologies since the Second World War has
undoubtedly produced new stratifications alongside pernicious and invasive forms
of surveillance, it has simultaneously opened up novel possibilities for collective
action, albeit in radically different terms than the civil society that took shape in the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. In this global milieu, the medium and
metaphor of the network has come to define our ways of understanding the world

and acting in it, a form expressed through social movements, military/terrorist

*® Between Camps: Race, Identity and Nationalism at the End of the Colour Line (London: Allen Lane,
2000), p. 2.

*” Globalisation and Culture (Cambridge: Polity, 1999), p. 2.
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organisations, business formations, communication systems, migration patterns and
personal relationships. For Manuel Castells, the diffusion of network logic is not
merely a technological phenomenon but in itself constitutes a new social

morphology operating largely outside of national regulation, one which is also
dependent on cultural, political and economic factors.*® Common to all of these
formulations is the emphasis on an intensified reflexivity whereby the density and
global extension of new information and communication technologies create a
historically unparalleled interdependence of social relations. In a networked space
of flows, boundaries become thresholds and sites of exchange fluctuating between
opposition and synthesis, a situation that has been evocatively described as an ‘age
of universal cc::mtagic:m""..49 This is to suggest that behind the utopian spectacle of
unfettered connectivity — a world of diversity, mobility and apparently limitless
opportunity — the consciousness of increased contact also generates profound
feelings of anxiety, and not merely restricted to the spectres of biological
pandemics such as AIDS, SARS and, most recently, avian ‘flu, or the proliferation of
electronic viruses. Indeed, awareness of risk, as well as systematic attempts to
manage it, are integral elements of a modernity that has grown progressively more
reflexive as social and institutional practices become susceptible to chronic revision
in the light of future information.”® Feelings of ontological insecurity and
ambivalence are, at least in part, consequence of an epistemology that has been
rendered provisional and contingent, and it is one of the ironies of the ‘information
society’ that the intensified commodification and circulation of various forms of
information has served to induce and introduce greater degrees of uncertainty.

But if the informational saturation of the contemporary frequently seems
indistinguishable from background chatter, and-it is particularly interesting that Hari
Kunzru’s novel Transmission is structured around this communicational opposition
between ‘signal’ and ‘noise’, one does not necessarily have to submit to the idea of

being cast adrift in a universe of dislocated signs and images. In attempting to

*® The Rise of the Network Society, The Information Age: Economy, Society and Culture, 1 (Oxford:
Blackwell, 1996).

*> Hardt and Negri, Empire, p. 136.

50 . . . . . . v . v
For a discussion of risk society and its relationship with reflexive modernisation, see Ulrich Beck,

Risk Society: Towards a New Modernity, (London: Sage, 1992) and Anthony Giddens, The
Consequences of Modernity.
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provide, in Jameson’s terminology, a ‘cognitive map’ of the global totality, a number
of theorists have found inspiration in the highly interdisciplinary science of dynamic
systems, specifically ideas drawn from complexity theory and its various sobriquets,
of which chaos theory is perhaps best known.” Indeed, it has been suggested that it
is the increased awareness of the ‘global’ that contributed to the turn towards
complexity within the social and cultural sciences, with the explosion of academic
and popular discourses about globalisation over the last twenty-five years
authorising a return to concepts of ‘system’ that had fallen out of fashion.>’In a
world of intricate and mutually defining connections, traditional models focusing on
the interaction between discrete and relatively stable entities, such as between
individuals or national societies, have comeé to seem overly unified, static and
reductive. Contrastingly, theories of complex systems offer a less mechanical and
comparative approach, one that sees relations in terms of ongoing processes and
trajectories of becoming that are fundamentally open-ended, and where local and
global phenomena are linked in complicated and often non-linear ways. One
familiar illustration of such non-linear processes is the planet’s weather system,
where small changes to atmospheric pressure in one part can produce massive
effects elsewhere, with the system’s sensitivity to initial conditions making it
difficult to predict weather changes more than a few days in advance. This has given
rise to the concept of the ‘butterfly effect’, a term first coined by the meteorologist
Edward Lorenz but one that has since entered popular discourse, which proposes
that the microscopic disturbances at one location may be amplified exponentially
and could set off a chain of events ultimately leading to the formation of large-scale
phenomena far away in time and/or space from the original site of disruption. Here

the classical mechanics of the Newtonian universe based on principles of

*1 llya Prigogine and Isabelle Stengers’s Order Out of Chaos: Man’s New Dialogue With Nature
(London: Flamingo, 1984) was perhaps the breakthrough text in the popularisation of complexity
theory. Their ideas have been placed in the context of literary and cultural theory by N. Katherine
Hayles in Chaos Bound: Orderly Disorder in Contemporary Literature and Science (lthaca, NY: Cornell
University Press, 1990) and in William R. Paulson’s The Noise of Culture: Literary Texts in a World of
Information (lthaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1988). More recently, the journal Theory, Culture
and Society devoted a special issue to discussions of complex systems, see TCS, 22 (5) 2005, and both
Mark C. Taylor’s The Moment of Complexity and John Urry’s Global Complexity (Cambridge: Polity,
32003) have explored the implications of complexity for emerging global networks.

John Urry, ‘The Complexity Turn’, Theory, Culture and Society, 22 (5) 2005, 1-14.
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equilibrium and the reversibility of cause and effect are replaced by theoretical
models of unpredictability, fluctuation, fields of probability, feedback loops and
patterns of emergence and decay. In a similar vein, as we shall see in the next
chapter, Lawrence Norfolk’s historical fiction overturns teleological models of
history in favour of an imaginative understanding infused with ideas drawn from the
field of complex systems, depicting the symbolic patterns and volatile fields of force
that coil through time to shape the present.

Complexity, then, does not simply mean complicated, but describes the many
emergent and dynamic systems whose collective properties are irreducible to the
working of individual components, and which have the capacity to adapt and co-
evolve as they organise themselves through time. Though not all networks are
complex by definition, the new media and information technologies underpinning
concepts of the ‘network society’ are the kinds of flexible and adaptive forms that

display emergent characteristics. As John Urry observes, such structures involve

a sense of contingent openness and multiple futures, of the unpredictability
of outcomes in time-space, of a charity towards objects and nature, of diverse
and non-linear changes in relationships, households and persons across huge
distances in time and space, of the systemic nature of processes, and of the
growing hyper-complexity of organisations, products, technologies and

socialities.>>

Put briefly, the notion of emergence posits that complex, non-linear systems are
able to develop collective properties or patterns that emerge from, yet are not
simply reducible to, the micro-dynamic relationships between individual
components or actors. Consequently, the spatial metaphor of the network should
be understood not as an instantaneity of interconnections or an already constituted
holism but as a mobile process of ongoing interconnection and disconnection, a
conceptual shift from gridded hierarchies to regimes of distribution. As opposed to
systems structured by the imperatives of efficiency and centralised modes of
control, the physics of non-linear processes understands instability and change as

constitutive elements of adaptive systems rather than aberrant disruptions of the

>3 “The Complexity Turn’, 3.
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‘natural’ state of harmonious balance. These systemic structures emerge from the
dynamic interplay between order and chaos, and as such reject the dichotomy
between an arbitrary world of chance and one that is mechanically deterministic.

Indeed, whether or not the complexity turn signifies, or even enhances, a new
‘structure of feeling’ for the disorderly flux of global capitalism, it does reinstate the
openness of spatial relations that repudiates the notion of a fully integrated world.
Complexity thus represents a shift in the way that nature itself is conceived,
proposing that, even without the influence of human activities, ‘natural’ ecological
systems do not normally tend towards stable equilibrium, but are extremely
sensitive to small fluctuations in their environment. Furthermore, the enormous
interdependencies, overlaps and convergences between supposedly distinct natural
and human systems place under erasure the very notion of a stable division
between physical and social domains. The dissolution of the nature/culture duality
is at the nub of Donna Haraway’s post-humanist ontology, which imagines the
emergence of cybernetic forms of life on the plastic and fluid terrain of new
communicative, biological and mechanical technologies.> This is to suggest that at
the nexus of commercial and technological revolutions a particular form of hybria
subjectivity is being produced that problematises the distinction between ‘natural’
organisms and ‘artificial’ machines. Although Haraway’s declaration that we are
cyborgs may sound like the stuff of science fiction, our collective entanglements
with technology and the imperatives of the world market are now so intimate as to
nroduce new determinations of the human. On the one hand, the extensity and
intensity of technological automation, alongside the sovereignty of abstract market
forces, threatens to expropriate, perhaps fatally, our ability to both understand and
exert control over the world in which we live. In place of individual autonomy or
collective action, we are compelled to adopt flexible strategies of continual
adaptation to cope with the dispersed and highly mobile operation of power,
‘stretching [ourselves] ever more tautly over time and space simply to survive'.>
However, the sheer density of networks that incorporate and pass through us may

>4 See Donna Haraway, Simians, Cyborgs and Women: The Reinvention of Nature (London: Free
Association Books, 1991), especially pp. 149-81.

>> Robert Hassan, Media, Politics and the Network Society (Maidenhead: Open University Press,
2004), p. 98.



Worlding: Globalisation and Literary Context | 41

themselves open up hitherto unimaginable spaces of political agency, to rehearse
Hardt and Negri’s position.® Far from evacuating the possibility of autonomy from
the social field, complexity’s emphasis on emergence and non-linear relations
implies that even small-scale actions at a local level can have massive global effects,
with the proviso that outcomes are generally unpredictable and difficult to control.
Small fluctuations may grow and change the overall systemic structure, yet with this
hope that an understanding of complex systems could restore the potential for
individual agency flattened by modern mechanistic structures comes a threat, since
the security of stable and permanent rules appears to have vanished forever. In
different ways, the fictions of David Mitchell, Hari Kunzru and Lawrence Norfolk
each articulate the networked quality of contemporary relations, their novels
tracing complex narrative connections that proliferate across time and space with
ambivalent consequences for the political agency of their characters. Informed by
experiences of hybridisation and corporeal transformation introduced by new
technologies — making use of concepts such as cybernetic machines, virtual space
and artificial intelligence once the niche preserve of the cyberpunk genre — the
fluidity of the boundary between humans and machines in these texts is less a
source of shock or celebration than a quotidian reality that opens up new forms of
exploitation and liberation.

The notion of order-making on a universal scale that drove classic modern
thinking, from the architectural grids of Le Courbusier and Mies Van Der Rohe to the
structuralist anthropology of Lévi-Strauss, has been replaced, then, by models that
attempt to chart global effects, acknowledging unevenness, asymmetry and
unpredictability as structurally inescapable. And yet, the neoliberal proselytising of
the ‘information society’ and the pleasures of cyberspace still retains traces of the
modern desire to overcome the complexities of material space through its
abstraction. An idealised universe of absolute transparency and unlimited
traversability underpins much of the rhetoric of contemporary technocapitalism,

specifically the utopian potential of a wired world to overcome the “friction’ or

>® This optimism may be tempered by the startling statistic that between a third and a half of the
world’s population live more than two hours away from the nearest telephone. See Nick Bingham,
‘Unthinkable Complexity? Cyberspace Otherwise’, in Virtual Geographies: Bodies, Space and
Relations, ed. by Mike Crang, Phil Crang and Jon May (London: Routledge, 1999), pp. 244-60 (p. 255).
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‘noise’ of spatial distance/difference that acts as a barrier to mutual dialogue.
Indeed, Kevin Robins and Frank Webster draw attention to the ‘strange affinity
between virtual futurism and communitarian nostalgia’, proposing that the
cybernetic ideals of virtual culture actively suppress the complexities and material
density of real geographies.>’ This detachment from experiential engagement
constitutes a retreat into a purified and pacified space of relations, a wholly
transparent and ethereal, not to say illusory, medium of exchange, where any trace
of the world’s materiality is thoroughly effaced. According to this logic, virtual
technologies may also be seen as a kind of ‘unworlding’ of the world, for the ideal
horizon of the networked space of flows is, paradoxically, the transcendence of the
fraught passage of mediation: a world of spatial uniformity and immaterial,
telepresent intimacy deprived of any sense of nearness and remoteness. Of course,
technoscapes cannot exist without the material apparatus of copper cables, fibre-
optic wires, transmitters and receivers — the fluidity of cyberspace through which
the human body diffuses or amplifies itself beyond its limits remains at some level
dependent on spatial fixity — and with this comes the potential for interference,
breakdown and distortion, various forms of ‘noise’ that continue to disrupt the
medial space of communications. As | will suggest in Chapter Three, Hari Kunzru’s
writing, particularly his second novel, Transmission, is fascinated by the porousness
and speed of the contemporary world, where identity is uprooted from its
connection with geography and scattered through the circuits of global capital.
One of the dangers of globalisation theory is that it can often seem
ungrounded from any specific context, presenting an expansive panorama where
details and particularities are lost to the wider view. The intention of the preceding
discussion has been to offer a broad outline of how globalisation has been
conceptualised by theorists — largely based in Western institutions — from across a
range of disciplinary fields. The perspectives and concepts introduced here provide
the foundations for the readings of Lawrence Norfolk, Hari Kunzru and David
Mitchell’s fictions that take place in the following chapters. Yet conspicuously

absent from the foregoing discussion has been an exploration of how these large-

*? Times of the Technoculture: From the Information Society to the Virtual Life (London: Routledge,
1999), p. 243.
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scale transformations have made themselves felt in British literary fiction over the
last couple of decades. With this in mind, the focus of the analysis will now turn
towards the British literary context and will proceed through an analysis of the

dominant currents in fiction and criticism in the 1980s and 1990s, and a review of
the critical commentary concerned with prominent British novelists during this
period. By surveying the fictional terrain mapped by a generation preceding the
new wave of writers whose work is the subject of this thesis, | hope to stake out a

point of departure for the issues and debates raised in the main body of this study.

The Worlding of the Contemporary British Novel

In the specific context of British society, the constellation of cultural, economic,
political and technological processes outlined above under the sign of ‘globalisation’
made themselves felt in the acceleration and intensification of tendencies that had
been in course at least since the end of the Second World War. In the postwar
period the nation divested itself of many of its colonial possessions and shed most
of its pretensions to imperial power, a self-perception that was becoming
increasingly unsustainable even before the symbolic humiliation of the Suez Crisis in
1956. Britain’s diminished status on the world stage was further demonstrated by
its vulnerability to the pressures exerted by a global economic system that was
rapidly changing shape: in 1973, the Qil Crisis revealed the country’s dependence on
other nations for its financial survival, forcing it to enter into partnerships with the
United States and the Common Market in Europe to promote its own national
interests. Through both its policies and changing attitudes, Britain acknowledged
that it was now part of an emerging global economy, subject to the turbulent flows
of labour and capital across its borders and ceding ever more authority to
transnational corporations. Parallel to this movement, the influx of newly
decolonised peoples to the metropolitan centre in increasing numbers — starting
with the arrival of the Empire Windrush from the West Indies in 1948 — were

transforming Britain, and the hegemonic notion of Britishness, from within. As well
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as immigration from former imperial dominions in the West Indies, the Indian
subcontinent and parts of Africa, the arrival of a diverse range of cultural and ethnic
groups originating from other regions than ex-British colonies prompted urgent
reappraisals of national selfhood as ruptures opened up in the fragile division
between ‘native’ and ‘foreigner’, ‘inside’ and ‘outside’.

Though it is possible to see these aspects of postwar British society as
symptoms of a long process of globalisation, the notion of the late 1970s or early
1980s as the fulcrum point of a decisive historical shift has become well established.
The election of Margaret Thatcher’s Conservative government in 1979 inaugurated
a dramatic redefinition of the political landscape, turning away from centralist
planning and a consensus-based society and towards a new mood of individualist
consumerism, corporate enterprise and free market globalism. If 'l"hatcher and her
Conservative government were most directly responsible for much of the
transformation that overtook Britain during the '80s, the rise of the ‘new right’
should be understood as an index of wider trends towards the deregulation of
markets, decentralisation, and the new flexibility of labour processes and patterns
of consumption. As Stuart Hall, one of the most penetrating analysts of the Tory
government during this period, astutely observed, Thatcherism was bound
together with much more intensive and extensive global restructurings, the
manifestation of a congeries of ‘social, economic, political and cultural changes of a
deeper kind taking place in Western capitalist societies’.>® The labels given to this
new social and discursive formation, such as post-industrialism, post-Fordism, or
postmodernism, signalled an epochal shift into an unprecedented phase of
modernity, though all of these formulations struggled to comprehend the totality of
these changes. As the preceding discussion attempted to demonstrate, the
emergence of globalisation as a culturally dominant rhetorical response does not so
much overturn these concepts as situate them in a wider historical and
geographical frame, and there remain innumerable points of continuity. Indeed, if
the various ‘post’ discourses that have proliferated since 1980 have lost a degree of

critical lustre, this may be because they now appear rather suspect as periodising

*% The Meaning of New Times’, in Stuart Hall: Critical Dialogues in Cultural Studies, ed. by David
Morley and Kuan-Hsing Chen (London: Routledge, 1996), pp. 223-37 (p. 223).



Worlding: Globalisation and Literary Context | 45

terms. Rather than a supersession of or movement ‘beyond’ the project of
modernity, globalisation emphasises both the plural forms of modernity as it is

translated into different cultural contexts and its reflexivity as it continuously

remakes itself under the conditions of capitalism.>”

These momentous transformations gave rise to a new situation of British
fiction that was very different from an earlier literary scene of the Movement, the
Angry Young Men and the first generation of second-wave feminist novelists.
Dividing the two moments was a kind of sea change in the terms of cultural

temporality and cultural value, such that, as James F. English observes,

it was as though the fiction of postwar Britain had never actually been
contemporary until now; it had finally, in the 1980s, managed to assert its
contemporaneity, which seemed also to mean its worldliness, its recognition
of and within a global literary geography.®

The reappraisal of the ‘contemporary’ in the cultural context is visible in the
tendency of recent surveys of British fiction to treat the post-1970s as a discrete
literary phase. Even until relatively recently, it was common practice for studies of
‘contemporary’ writing to explore fiction produced over the entire of the postwar
period. ! Current interventions in the field, however, have been inclined to restrict
their focus to the last thirty years, and to the new generation of novelists who came

to attention in the late ’70s and whose literary concerns diverged markedly from

those of their immediate predecessors.®? Contradicting earlier pronouncements on

*? For a discussion of the reflexive qualities of modernity in the spheres of economics, society and
culture, see Ulrich Beck, Anthony Giddens and Scott Lash, Reflexive Modernisation: Politics, Tradition
and Aesthetics in the Modern Social Order (Cambridge: Polity, 1994).

* ‘Introduction: British Fiction in a Global Frame’, in A Concise Companion to Contemporary British
Fiction, ed. by James F. English (Oxford: Blackwell, 2006), pp. 1-15 (p. 2).

®! Perhaps the most prominent examples are Andrzej Gasiorek, Post-War British Fiction: Realism and
After (London: Edward Arnold, 1995); Steven Connor, The English Novel in History: 1950-1995
(London: Routledge, 1996); John Brannigan, Orwell to the Present: Literature in England, 1945-2000
(Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2002); and Dominic Head, The Cambridge Introduction to Modern British
Fiction, 1950-2000 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002).

°2 See Jago Morrison, Contemporary Fiction (London: Routledge, 2003); Philip Tew, The
Contemporary British Novel (London: Continuum, 2004); Peter Childs, Contemporary Novelists:
British Fiction Since 1970 (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2005); Brian Finney, English Fiction Since 1984:
Narrating a Nation (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006); Philip Tew and Rod Mengham (eds),
British Fiction Today (London: Continuum, 2006); and Richard Bradford, The Novel Now:
Contemporary British Fiction (Oxford: Blackwell, 2007).
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the impending ‘death of the novel’ and references to a ‘literature of exhaustion’
provoked by a sense of the obsolescence of conventional narrative modes, this new
wave of writers presided over a renaissance in British fiction, particularly in the
novel form. Thatcherism’s dramatic redefinition of the political landscape and the
divisive policies of the Conservative government provided a fertile stimulus for
many of these authors, many of whom have now become established names in the
literary canon. Hanif Kureishi’s first novel The Buddha of Suburbia (1990), which
looked back to the permissiveness and sexual license of metropolitan society in the
1970s, concluded on election night in 1979, now seen from the standpoint of the
present as a signal moment in the transition towards a very different social ethos.
Elsewhere, Pat Barker’s novel Union Street (1982) offered an unflinching portrait of
early life under Thatcherism from the impoverished end of an increasingly polarised
society; whilst in Money (1984) Martin Amis captured the acquisitive spirit of the
times, a climate where the obsessional pursuit of personal wealth was actively
promoted under the banner of entrepreneurship. This new generation of authors
also articulated complex and thoughtful fictional responses to Britain’s changing
relationship with the rest of the world. During the 1980s and '90s, the British novel
consciously turned away from the perceived provincialism and insularity of postwar
writing, which was felt to reflect exclusively the experiences of a white, middle-class
readership, and broadened its frame of reference to give narrative form to the
transformations in everything from international power relations and the spread of
global capitalism to Britain’s sense of national identity and alternative conceptions
of modern subjectivity. If this has led to the waning of influence of the ‘domestic’
English novel that has long been the dominant term lurking within the category of
‘British’ literature, from another perspective it has brought about the pluralisation
of the mainstream, which has splintered and proliferated into a variety of
commercially and symbolically important subcategories, including the regional
literatures of Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland and ‘Black British’ writing.

A useful gauge of the new ‘worldliness’ of literary fiction over this period is
provided by the book prizes and awards that are themselves a constitutive element
of the current literary scene and the marketing and promotional industries now

surrounding it. Over the last twenty-five years not even one-third of the Booker
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Prize winners have been native English, whilst between its founding in 1969 up until
1980 fully two-thirds were. This pattern of increasing recognition for non-English
and even non-British authors on the domestic awards circuit has been accompanied
by the launch of a new ‘international’ Booker Prize for which foreign-language
novelists in English translation are eligible. In addition, several of the literary prizes
that sprang up during the 1990s have assumed a more global orientation from their
inception; the Orange Prize for Women, for example, is also open to US and
Canadian authors. What these shifts indicate is that far from withdrawing into
isolation, British fiction today exists in a dynamic relation with an increasingly global
field of fiction in English, making possible new articulations and productive
antagonisms between Britain’s literary culture and the wider world.®’

The group of novelists who rose to prominence in the 1980s - figures such as
Peter Ackroyd, Martin Amis, lan McEwan, Angela Carter, Graham Swift, Julian
Barnes, Kazuo Ishiguro and Jeanette Winterson — helped to register and reconfigure
the ways in which identity was formed and represented within the recent history of
modernity. This took the form of a resurgence of experimentalism with narrative
form and technique that in many respects echoed the postmodernist subversions of
fictional realism during the 1960s, a period that saw British novelists including John
Fowles, Christine Brooke-Rose, B.S. Johnson and Muriel Spark produce a number of
works that toyed with generic conventions and literary theory, complicating both
traditional character-representations and familiar narrative organisations of space
and time. But unlike this earlier, consciously avant-garde group whose stylistic
innovations often left them marginalised by readers, the following generation’s
search for alternative forms, strategies, tones and styles found a more mainstream
audience, perhaps because they more accessibly blended linguistic and
metafictional play with the social perspective of the liberal realist novel. Martin
Amis’s text London Fields (1989), for example, renders its characters as little more
than puppets ruthlessly manipulated by various material and discursive ‘fields’,

whilst his later novel Time’s Arrow (1993) employed the technique of chronological

63 . . : : :
For a discussion of this remapping of ‘world literary space’, see Pascale Casanova, ‘Literature as a
World’, New Left Review, 31 (2005), 71-90.
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inversion in order to narrate the ‘unspeakable’ event of the holocaust, thus turning
the scenes of Auschwitz into a tale of resurrection and survival. Elsewhere, Peter
Ackroyd’s The Last Testament of Oscar Wilde (1983) and Julian Barnes’s Flaubert’s
Parrot (1984) mingled biography and fiction to approach questions of verisimilitude
and to explore the boundaries between art, life and history. Other writers created
fantastical fictional worlds where alternative constructions of subjectivity could be
imagined beyond the hierarchies and restrictions of the social hegemony. Angela
Carter’s erotic and symbolically elaborate prose in works such as The Bloody
Chamber and Other Stories (1981) and Nights at the Circus (1984) sought to
deconstruct patriarchal myths of female passivity and exposed gender relations to
the disruptive energies of the carnivalesque, stripping away pernicious stereotypes
to evoke polymorphous forms of identity. Carter’s experimentation with myth and
fantasy was paralleled by Jeanette Winterson’s allegorical refashioning of history in
The Passion (1987) and Sexing the Cherry (1989), which exposed the contingency
and constructedness of ideas and beliefs about reality, and likewise employed
characters with blurred or disguised genders to unsettle the binary positions that

place limits on human relationships. The new hegemonic formation of the late

twentieth century has led to the expansion of roles and identities available to
ordinary people, and the individual subject has at once become more significant
and more problematic as it multiplies across a diverse range of social worlds.

These disparate fictional responses express a desire to create innovative
forms and narrative strategies that correspond aesthetically to the paradoxical
nature of contemporary life and to the heterogeneous modes of being brought
together by late modernity. In different ways, these novelists both register the
profound upheavals occurring within British society over the last two decades and
gesture towards transformations in world order more generally, broadly
understood as the emergence of a new phase of capitalist accumulation and
commodification where economic and cultural relations came to seem ever more
fluid, hybrid, and deterritorialised. Whether this situation is seen as bewildering or
liberating, it has become a platitude of critical engagements with British fiction of
this period to draw attention to its mixing of genres and styles, its liberal

borrowings from a range of cultural reference points, and its consciousness of the
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instability of the traditional demarcations of subjectivity. Explicitly rejecting the
social realism of postwar novelists like John Braine and John Wain, the Amis-
Rushdie generation often looked overseas, particularly to America, for inspiration,
situating their writing within an international context that drew upon a broad range
of influences and literary traditions. In some respects, then, the work of this group
of authors may be regarded as marking a significant moment in what | have
described as the ‘worlding’ of the contemporary British novel, with its amplified
frame of reference taking account of the miscegenation of diverse histories and

geographies and announcing the awareness of its location within a wider literary-

cultural field. Indeed, for Brian Finney,

what this new generation of English writers have in common has less to do
with a similar aesthetic than with a shared response to the changing world of

the closing years of the millennium. They offer a bewildering variety of
narrative modes, voices and tones. But all of them place their narratives
within a context, not of one class on a small island, but of a world which is
threatened by the very success of the project of modernity, a world which is
so thoroughly interconnected that it is no longer possible to treat any part of
it as unaffected by everything else in it. %

Yet it has now been over twenty years since the Amis-Rushdie generation first
burst onto the scene, and though they are still producing fresh work — with the
obvious and unfortunate exception of Angela Carter — Finney’s notion that in 2006
they still constitute a ‘new’ generation seems at best rather misguided, and at worst
to ignore an emerging new wave of British writers. Writing in the Guardian, Stephen
Moss offers a contrasting view of the ‘gilded quartet’ of Amis, Barnes, McEwan and
Rushdie as the literary ‘old guard’ whose continued dominance coupled with their
high profile in the media has become a stifling influence on British fiction.®® This is
particularly the case in relation to what James F. English and John Frow term the
‘literary-value industry’ — glossed by the authors as ‘the whole set of individuals and

groups and institutions involved in [. . .] producing the reputations and status

* English Fiction Since 1984, p. 2.

* *The Old Guard’, Guardian, 6 August 2001, section G2, np. Available online at

<http://books.guardian.co.uk/departments/generalfiction/story/0,,532579,00.htm!> [accessed 17
January 2007].
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positions of contemporary works and authors’ — whose growth and diversification
has far outpaced the proportional expansion of the fiction industry it surrounds.®® It
is through this complex apparatus of academic journals and literary magazines;
prizes and awards; the increasingly ubiquitous top-10 and top-100 ‘best’ novel lists;
as well as the dramatically expanded literary festival circuit, that determinations of
literary value are produced and reinforced. Whilst it is beyond the remit of this
thesis to enter into a detailed discussion of the possible reasons for the old guard’s
enduring cultural capital = never simply reducible to notions of aesthetic merit,
though this plays a part — it is clear that it is bound up with an intensified focus on
the form and figure of the celebrity in cultural life more generally. It goes almost
without saying that in today’s mass market the accumulation of literary capital is
inextricably tied into the phenomenon and promotional apparatus of celebrity. The
media outlets that have proliferated on the back of the digital revolution in print
and communications technologies — newspapers, magazines, supplements, TV
channels, radio stations and weblogs — may express a continued appetite for fiction,
but they are as much concerned with the gossip that now surrounds the industry.®’
Certainly, the now-canonical authors who established themselves in the 1980s did
not merely benefit from the rise of literary celebrity, but many, such as Martin Amis
and Salman Rushdie, actively courted it in order to raise their public profile beyond
a narrowly literary coterie. If the convergence between literary authorship and
celebrity culture is not in itself a new phenomenon, it has certainly intensified over
the last thirty years, and over that period the personas of Rushdie et al have
become both saleable brand names and media personalities known as much for
their lives as their work. In the self-perpetuating economy of celebrity, fame breeds
further fame; thus it is hardly surprising that the wake left by the writers who were
widely credited with leading the resurgence in British fiction during the 1980s may

be only just beginning to ebb away.

®® ‘Literary Authorship and Celebrity Culture’, in A Concise Companion to Contemporary British
Fiction, ed. by James F. English (Oxford: Blackwell, 2006), pp. 39-57 (p. 45). For an earlier take on the
increased embeddedness of the institutional apparatuses of literary evaluation, particularly in the
context of the Booker Prize, see Richard Todd, Consuming Fictions: The Booker Prize and Fiction in
Britain Today (London: Bloomsbury, 1996).

°7 See Peter Childs, Contemporary British Novelists: British Fiction Since 1970 (Basingstoke: Palgrave,
2005), pp. 17-19.
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As outlined at the beginning of this chapter, it is the contention of this thesis
that the work of an emerging new wave of British novelists signals a contemporary
bifurcation of the literary landscape that is broadly consonant with developments
occurring since 1990 and the rise of discourses about globalisation. This is not to
suggest that the fictions of the earlier generation were not sensitive to the historical
changes in course or that they do not continue to offer interesting perspectives on
the contemporary world; rather that their responses seem to have a different
emphasis than those of the three authors analysed in this study. In particular, Brian
Finney’s assertion that novelists like Martin Amis, Julian Barnes and lan McEwan
situate questions of identity within a wider context than that of British society and
history — their texts writing ‘to the world about the world in general’ = is only partly
convincing.®® Whilst their texts certainly reach towards a more cosmopolitan
orientation than the becalmed provincialism of the immediate postwar generation
of writers, their conceptual coordinates remain broadly anchored on metropolitan
concerns, albeit often portrayed as a microcosm of wider transformations. To take
the example of Martin Amis, despite the fact that he is often considered one of
British fiction’s foremost chroniclers of the contemporary, his narrative concerns
famously display a WASP insularity that seems out of step with the cultural
dynamics of a globalising world. Perhaps this is why in The Information (1995), Amis
connects the informational saturation of the late twentieth century with the
extinction of the self rather than its proliferation and multiplication. Although the
fictions of this generation of novelists provide a view on changing modes of
subjectivity and citizenship - anticipating the new global order that Hardt and Negri
have labelled ‘Empire’ — perhaps with the exception of Salman Rushdie they can
only incoherently frame the interconnectedness and interdependence of scattered
global geographies and the networked form of coﬁtemporary identity. A concise, if
rather sketchy, overview of the shape of British fiction since 1980 should help to
substantiate this argument.

One of the most influential currents in fiction and criticism during the last two

decades of the twentieth century was the so-called ‘historical turn’, which both

8 English Fiction Since 1984, p. 3.
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signalled a resurgence of the narrative desire to recuperate, represent and rework
the past and articulated a waning of confidence in the capacity of history to offer
meaning and self-definition for the subject in the present. That history has become
a source of anxiety in the late twentieth century — becoming a matter of
ambiguities, awkward gaps and incongruities as opposed to providing continuity
and coherence — underpins much of the perceived ‘crisis’ of postmodernity. In
material terms, the redefinition of attitudes towards history had much to do with
the traumatic changes in postwar Britain already outlined: the splintering of empire;
the erosion of Britain’s influence in the world in political, economic and military
terms; the multiplication of alternative forms of belonging and self-definition; and
the general decentring of the Western mode! of modernity in the face of the
alternative histories, both internal and external, that could no longer be suppressed
beneath its univocal, global narrative. Whilst the subgenre of the historical novel
has been a continuous presence in British fiction since the eighteenth century, the
kind of writing that came to prominence during the 1980s was characterised by an
acute consciousness of the difficulties and dangers of attempting to recover the
past in narrative form. Striking examples of this ‘new’ historical fiction may be
found in the work of various writers, including: Julian Barnes (Flaubert’s Parrot, A
History of the World in 10% Chapters), Peter Ackroyd {(Hawksmoor, Chatterton), A. S.
Byatt (Possession, The Biographer’s Tale), Alasdair Gray (Lanark), Kazuo Ishiguro
(The Remains of the Day, When We Were Orphans), Angela Carter (Nights at the
Circus, Wise Children), Salman Rushdie (Midnight’s Children, Shame), Graham Swift
(Waterland, Out of This World), Adam Thorpe (Ulverton, Pieces of Light), lan
McEwan (Atonement) and Sarah Waters (Fingersmith, The Night Watch).

Steven Connor gives this strand of historical writing the appliqué ‘historicised
fiction’, which is distinguished from the more traditional form of historical fiction by
‘the degree of historical self-consciousness’ it implies.®? These novels question the
capacity of the present to adequately encompass the past, foregrounding the ironic
incompatibility between past and present viewpoints; they express the contingency

and partiality of historical representation, ever aware of the possibility for

> The English Novel in History: 1950-1995 (London: Routledge, 1996), p. 142.
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manipulation and distortion and the potential for other, conflicting histories that
are perhaps no less legitimate. Here, literature and history are conceived as parallel
modes of signification, neither of which is capable of claiming a privileged
explanatory authority over past events. Concurrent with this novelistic interest in
the overlaps between historical and fictional narrative were changes in the in way
that historians themselves understood the nature of historical writing. Drawing on
poststructuralist theory, historians such as Hayden White, Dominick LaCapra and
Keith Jenkins drew attention to the (con)textual construction of history and the
ideological and political biases latent in the logical-empirical methodology of
historiography.’® This involved a recognition of the extent to which the discipline
actively mediates its subject: historical accounts were revealed to be the product of
narrative strategies, arranging events into hierarchies of significance and
teleological patterns that also encoded specific kinds of rhetorical structures. Far
from collapsing history into textuality as is sometimes claimed, the focus on history
as a form of narrative did not deny the reality of the past, but rather understood
historical coherence and meaning as the residue of a poietic process bound up with
a complex of cultural codes and power relations impressing their own accents and
inflections on the source material. Instead of marking the evacuation of the
historical imagination, the past became a source of emotional fecundity and
renewal as it was opened up to heterogeneous modes of narrative engagement.
Linda Hutcheon's influential notion of ‘historiographic metafiction’ as the
dominant strand of postmodernist writing during this period seems particularly
appropriate to the British context, describing narrative fictions that demonstrated a
‘theoretical self-awareness of history and fiction as human constructs’.”* Certainly,
many of the novels mentioned above incorporated metafictional discussions of
their own fictional enterprise as they sought to give narrative shape to historical
personages and events. For example, in Flaubert’s Parrot (1984), Julian Barnes'’s

narrator, Geoffrey Braithwaite, an amateur scholar of Gustave Flaubert, embarks on

" For example, see Hayden White, Metahistory: The Historical Imagination in Nineteenth-Century
Europe (London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1975) and Tropics of Discourse: Essays in Cultural
Criticism (London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1978); Dominick LaCapra, History and Criticism
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1985); and Keith Jenkins, Re-Thinking History (London: Routledge,
1991).

L A Poetics of Postmodernism (London: Routledge, 1988), p. 5.
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an impossible quest to find the ‘true’ parrot that sat on the writer’s desk as he
wrote Un Coeur Simple. As we follow Braithwaite’s literary obsessions, which lead
him through various French museums and even to Egypt, the accumulation of
various textual traces breeds only greater ignorance and doubt; contradictory
versions of Flaubert’s biographical history brush against each other and the titular
parrot multiplies into numerous variants and copies. In the same way that Barnes’s
narrator finds his literary detective-work is unable to recuperate the original
wholeness of Flaubert’s life, Peter Ackroyd’s novel Chatterton (1987) offers a
complex meditation on the relationship between art, history and truth. Flitting
between three historical eras, the interleaved strands of Ackroyd’s text take in the
life and death of the seventeen-year-old Thomas Chatterton, poet and famous
creator of the spurious ‘Rowley’ poems; the story of the painting by Henry Wallis
purportedly depicting Chatterton on his deathbed; and a contemporary narrative
involving a young poet and an elderly novelist who are attempting to decode clues
about the mystery of Chatterton’s demise. Like Barnes’s novel, Chatterton circulates
around ideas of authenticity and forgery; rather than unravelling the layers of
mystification, the three narrative frames operate like a series of prisms that
inevitably distort what they represent, suggesting the extent to which his modern
characters construct themselves against a delusive past that is itself already a
simulacrum. Ackroyd’s text thus raises some profound and complex questions
about reference and representation, the intertextuality of history, and the nature of
contemporary subjectivity.

The disturbed relation between the present and the past gave rise to a
number of discourses during the 1980s and early ‘90s that expressed apocalyptic
concerns about the ‘end of history’. These emerged from a range of contexts. The
publication of Jean-Frangois Lyotard’s provocative treatise on ‘postmodern’ forms
of knowledge marked the advent of a new climate of suspicion towards the West's
grand narratives, which of course included such idealisations as notions of historical
‘progress’.’? For Lyotard, late twentieth-century social developments had led to the

erosion of the epistemological authority of the fundamental tenets on which

72 See The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 1984).
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Western modernity grounded itself, suggesting that these beliefs could no longer
legitimate themselves by recourse to supposedly transcendent truths — such as the
emancipation of the rational subject — since legitimation itself was understood to be
immanent in the production of such narratives. Elsewhere, Fredric Jameson and

Jean Baudrillard aligned the weakening of historicity, in relation to both public and
private forms of memory, with new patterns of consumption and the spread of
media technologies that created the conditions for a huge expansion of both history
and history-making. Rather than disappearing, Baudrillard and Jameson argued that
history had been flattened into a circulation of depthless spectacles; the past was
transformed into a commodity repackaged as nostalgia or retro-style, unreachable
except through our own pop images and simulacra. What was under threat, or had
already been destroyed, was the sense of history as a site of alterity, its
distance/difference absorbed into the machinery of late capitalism.

In a different way, the aftermath of the Second World War evoked a
historically unprecedented set of fears and anxieties with regard to history. With
the beginning of the Cold War and the development by both sides of huge arsenals
of nuclear weapons — many times more powerful than the atomic bombs dropped
on Hiroshima and Nagasaki — the threat of humanity’s wholesale annihilation
became visible for the first time in its history. As the possibility of absolute ending
moved from the realm of eschatology into the compass of the actual, the British
novel registered and reflected on a dramatically altered historical situation where
apocalypse seemed at once imminent and immanent. Following a story collection
called Einstein’s Monsters (1987) — nearly all of whose narratives explored post-
nuclear crisis and were headed by a polemical anti-nuclear essay entitled
‘Unthinkability’ — Martin Amis published the novel London Fields (1989), which
applied these apocalyptic concerns to pre-millennial London. Suffused with the
iconography of death and war, saturated by constant rain and images of global
disaster both atomic and ecological, the text elicits the deadened feeling of living in
the ghostly hinterland beyond history. Under the shadow of destruction, Amis’s
London is a kind of necropolis populated by the future-dead, his novel a mournful
elegy for a prelapsarian time of innocence. Similarly, the narrator of Graham Swift’s

earlier novel Waterland (1983), a history teacher named Tom Crick, offers the
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endless human struggle to find meaning and purpose in the murky depths of history
- figured as a process of dredging or land reclamation — as a vital corrective to the
dystopian dead-time of the novel’s present, where the ruins of Crick’s personal life
mirror a society gripped by nightmares of nuclear annihilation. Though not as bleak
as London Fields — the text sets an entropic model! of history against a cyclical
version that embodies ‘neither progress nor decay’, thus refusing the very notion of
an absolute ending — Swift’s novel is burdened by the undercurrent of suspicion
that the turn towards history and memory may also constitute a retreat from a
traumatic, or perhaps post-traumatic, present.”

Despite their global concerns about the demise of history = whether framed
as an epistemological and ideological problem, a symptom of late capitalist
development, or a consequence of a post-nuclear world — it is telling that many of
the novels mentioned above confine themselves to provincial settings, turning their
gaze inwards to meditate on the ‘universal’ condition of contemporary Western
identity. Even Julian Barnes’s A History of the World in 10% Chapters (1989), whose
disparate parts articulate the belief that historiography is inevitably a fragmentary,
partial and selective undertaking, could easily be said to be overwhelmingly
Eurocentric in its perspective. That this sense of ontological dislocation,
displacement and insecurity may be an index of the West's increasingly extensive
and intensive historical, economic, political and cultural imbrication with the rest of
the world was rarely considered directly by the mainstream of British fiction, albeit
with a few notable exceptions that will be discussed presently. From the standpoint
of the present, however, apocalyptic pronouncements of the ‘end of history’ —
combining feelings of melancholia and self-indulgent nihilism — now appear rather
dated, even though many of the surrounding concerns remain undiminished,
particularly the threat posed by the proliferation of nuclear weapons. Indeed, much
of postmodern discourse more generally can be re-framed as a culturally dominant
response within the West to the waning of its authority and the decentring of

Western modernity within the larger narrative of a global history, with which it can

no longer be considered self-identical.

7 Graham Swift, Waterland (London: Picador, 1983), p. 9.
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Postmodernist theory also had its roots in the specific geopolitical climate of
the Cold War and the ideological opposition between free-market capitalism and
the communist system. The suspicion of grand narratives was, of course, a reaction
against the modern forms of sovereignty and subjectivity that stemmed from the
Enlightenment, but it was also bound up with the distrust of the ‘authoritarian’ or
‘totalising’ discourse of the Soviet bloc and the perceived rigidities of its social
order. With the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and the rapid collapse of communism,
an entire phase of modern history appeared to have come to a close, an event
prompting the political analyst Francis Fukuyama to offer a rather different spin on
the ‘end of history’ debate. Though greatly criticised, Fukuyama’s thesis actually has
much in common with Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri’'s more recent notion that
we have entered a new global age of economic and cultural exchange. As discussed
earlier, Hardt and Negri propose that a new paradigm has emerged to replace the
modern political order that structured the world according to binary oppositions
and divisions; similarly, Fukuyama suggests that history has come to an end only
insofar as it has been understood as a dialectical struggle between modernity and
the ‘outside’ marking its boundaries. For both Fukuyama and Hardt and Negri, there
is no longer a coherent Other against which capitalism may define itself; the logic of
the world market has expanded to envelop the entire globe and the modern
dialectic of inside and outside has been subsumed into a play of degrees and
intensities, of hybridity and artificiality. In place of the structured divides of a
modern world that administered rule and managed subjectivities through the fixed
boundaries and channels of the nation-state system, the contemporary milieu is
perceived as a smooth, networked space. From the vantage-point of globality, then,
the synchronic depthlessness afflicting certain versions of postmodernism — which
sees in the dispersal of modernity’s unitary and progressive narrative only
dissolution of history as such — is manifested as a symptomatic failure to
acknowledge a multiplicity of cultural movements and historical trajectories.
Indeed, the machine of capitalism thrives by integrating ever more territories and
histories within its domain, though these are by no means equally positioned in the
global economic system. Thus, the ‘end of history’ might be just as equally be

conceptualised as a new age of historical inclusion, albeit one that is criss-crossed



Worlding: Globalisation and Literary Context | 58

by flexible and contingent hierarchies operating along the axes of difference,
hybridity and mobility. No longer a teleological narrative of progress, history is now
perhaps better understood as a temporal ocean striated by innumerable cross-
currents. As suggested earlier, this changed perception is particularly evident in the
novels of Lawrence Norfolk, which imagine history as an ever-shifting field of
cultural and narratorial connections whose ebbs and flows, ripples and eddies,
continually disturb the surface of the present.

How did these epochal transformations make themselves felt in the British
fiction and literary criticism of the period? Perhaps the dominant current during the
‘New World Order’ of the 1990s was the arrival of postcolonial theory on the British
literary scene and the disciplinary surfacing of postcolonial studies, both of which
sought to construct a new genre of writing under the postcolonial rubric and to
provide a framework for its reception. Whilst recognising that the genealogy of
postcolonial fiction and criticism is bound up with earlier anti-colonial struggles as
well as with the preceding category of ‘Commonwealth Literature’, Nico Israel
situates the emergence of postcolonial studies as a coherent discipline around
1988-9, coinciding both with the publication of Salman Rushdie’s infamous novel
The Satanic Verses (1988) and the sudden collapse of the Soviet Bloc that ended the
Cold War.”* It seems of no little significance that the date which a number of
theorists of globalisation locate as the birth of the global age ~ notwithstanding the
fact that, as has already been suggested, its gestation period has lasted hundreds of
years — is synchronous with postcolonialism’s rise to prominence. This is not to
argue that postcolonial theory is merely a subset of globalisation, but rather that
the two positions are intertwined in complex ways, constituting different but
related responses to the same material contexts. With this in mind, it may be that
the clearest understanding of the historical passage in course is to be found in the
various texts grouped together under the ambivalent sign of ‘Postcolonial
Literature’, many of which influenced and were influenced by postcolonial
theoretical writing. Certainly, with its terminology of migrancy and diaspora,

postcolonial fiction and theory offers a conceptual focus that is particularly

" Tropicalising London: British Fiction and the Discipline of Postcolonialism’, in A Concise Companion
to Contemporary British Fiction, ed. by James F. English (Oxford: Blackwell, 2006), pp. 83-100.
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responsive to the hybridity and rootlessness of contemporary cultures and
subjectivities. At the same time, though, it is worth recognising that the critical
orientation of postcolonial studies has largely been preoccupied with the effects of
European cultural hegemony on the rest of the world, tending to rest on an
ideological basis of opposition allowing only insufficiently and schematically for the
complexity of post-millennial relations and the literature that reflects on this
widened perspective of cultural interaction.

Recognising the changes that mass migration and ethnic and cultural
diversification were bringing to a nation-state system that seemed increasingly
unable to offer the coherence of an ‘imagined community’, Homi Bhabha argued in
his seminal essay ‘DissemiNation’ that ‘we need another time of writing that will be
able to inscribe the ambivalent and chiasmatic intersections of time and place that
constitute the problematic “modern” experience of the Western nation’.”® This new
fictional mode — ambivalently located simultaneously within and outside the
discursive time/space of the nation-state, expressing voices, accents and ethnicities
with multiple affiliations — was articulated most forcefully in the work of post-
migrant writers. For Bhabha, texts like The Satanic Verses were redefining national
boundaries, articulating alternative modes of subjectivity that were diasporic,
nomadic, and hybrid, capable of linking different territories and perceptions of
belonging. Rushdie’s earlier writings, such as Midnight’s Children (1981) and Shame
(1983), reviewed the history of postcolonial societies from a perspective that,
though critical of colonial domination and its continuing legacies, was sympathetic
to the potentialities of political and cultural newness opened up by imperialism’s
conjoining and entangling of histories. In The Satanic Verses, his focus turned
towards the contemporary im/migrant experience in Britain, exploring the traumas
of displacement while also celebrating the new London that was being shaped by
the incursions from the ‘margins’ to the ‘centre’. An international writer in the
largest sense of the word, Rushdie’s celebration of rootless levity and suspended
syncretism as progressive responses to the cultural dislocations of mass migration

has been particularly influential in re-situating notions of ‘home’ and ‘belonging’ in

7 see ‘DissemiNation; Time, Narrative and the Margins of the Modern Nation’, in Homi Bhabha, The
Location of Culture (London: Routledge, 1994), pp. 139-70 (p. 141). Italics in original.
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the time/space of diaspora. A different take was offered by Hanif Kureishi, who in
novels such as The Buddha of Suburbia (1990) and The Black Album (1995) evoked a
vision of ethnic and cultural hybridity that, in contrast to Rushdie’s grandiose, magic
realist allegories, was more grounded in the mundanities of everyday metropolitan
experience. In many ways, Kureishi’s writing anticipated the shift towards new
black-British urban perspectives in contemporary fiction — recent examples would
be Diran Adebayo’s Some Kind of Black (1996), Courttia Newland’s The Scholar: A
West Side Story (1997) or Gautam Malkani’s Londonstani (2006) — which now seem
more dominant than narratives expressing the migrant’s experience of Britain.
Broadly autobiographical in outline, The Buddha of Suburbia depicts the travails of a
young bisexual man of mixed Indian and English parentage, Karim, growing up in a
London suburb. From Karim’s opening words — ‘I am an Englishman born and bred,
almost’ — the subject of hybridity and questions of relocation and belonging are
brought to the foreground.” Throughout, the novel emphasises the performativity
of cultural, national and sexual identity, looking towards a ‘new way of being British’
attuned to the cultural flows between and within nations that Kureishi insisted was
vital to escape a future marked by ‘insularity, schism, bitterness and catastrophe’.”’
Hari Kunzru’s writing is similarly concerned with the instability of identity and the
absurdity of a world structured by racial classifications, but as this thesis will go on
to demonstrate in Chapter Three, it is more wide-ranging in its targeting of the
institutions of empire, both those in the past and the new forms governing the
contemporary globalised world.

In their different ways, the novels of Salman Rushdie and Hanif Kureishi
articulated the postcolonial mutations and proliferation of subjectivities within a
sphere of Britishness that continues to change shape. Certainly since 1990 a
multitude of diverse writers with connections to former Commonwealth countries
have emerged from the shadows cast by these more established names. Those with

roots in the Indian subcontinent include Amitav Ghosh (The Shadow Lines), Bapsi

Sidhwa (The Ice-Candy Man), Sunetra Gupta (The Glassblower’s Breath), Vikram

’® Hanif Kureishi, The Buddha of Suburbia (London: Faber and Faber, 1990), D. 3.

" *The Rainbow Sign’ in Dreaming and Scheming: Reflections on Writing and Politics (London: Faber
and Faber, 2002), p. 55.
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Seth (A Suitable Boy), Amit Chaudhuri (Afternoon Raag), Vikram Chandra (Red Earth
and Pouring Rain), Arundhati Roy (The de of Small Things), Rohinton Mistry (A Fine
Balance) and Monica Ali (Brick Lane). In parallel with the emergence of these
authors, many of whom have lived or continue to live in Britain, there is a similar
fecundity of writers with generational ties to the Caribbean or Africa, including Caryl
Phillips (The Nature of Blood), Fred D’Aguiar (Feeding the Ghosts), Ben Okri (The
Famished Road), Bernadine Evaristo (Soul Tourists), David Dabydeen (Harlot’s
Progress), Andrea Levy (Small Island), Diran Adebayo (My Once Upon a Time) and
Abdulrazak Gurnah (Paradise). Though many of these novels continued to draw on
the legacies of decolonisation and diaspora, it has been suggested that there is a
trend amongst the new generation of writers towards the acceptance of cultural
syncretism as quotidian ordinariness rather than a spectacle of Britain’s continued
reinvention.’® Part of this is the recognition that cultural hybridity is no longer, and
perhaps never was, an exception to a concept of identity based upon an illusory
unity, or even a multiculturalist notion of unity in diversity.

That a single homogenising mode of Britishness — in many respects
synonymous with Englishness — is splintering into a diversity of forms, and will
continue to do so under the spread of multifarious physical and technological flows,
seems unquestionable. As Lars Ole Sauerberg observes, if this process has led to the
emergence of various local regionalisms, aligned with the increased critical interest
in specifically Scottish, Welsh and Irish writing, it is also shaping a literature that
transcends traditional, regional boundaries.” It would not be an overstatement to
suggest that the cultural milieu in which the British novel now situates itself has
expanded outwards to encircle the globe. Whereas the world of the nineteenth and
early twentieth-century novel could conceivably be mapped in terms of the
parochial preoccupations of middle-class metropolitan society, the fiction of the
new millennium is conscious of itself as part of a wider literary-cultural field.
Indeed, under the conditions of a globalised world that forbids any kind of retreat
into cultural or national specificity or self-sufficiency, the question of to what the

’® Laura Moss, ‘The Politics of Everyday Hybridity: Zadie Smith’s White Teeth’, Wasafiri, 39 (2003},
11-17.

" Intercultural Voices in Contemporary British Literature: The Implosion of Empire (Basingstoke:
Palgrave, 2001), p. 2.
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adjective ‘British’ in the context of the British novel actually refers is increasingly in
doubt. It is not merely that this always slippery discursive construct has come under
pressure by the pluralisation of ethnicities and historical affiliations of British
writers, but also that for many novelists writing since 1990 Britain has been
conceived, in the words of Lawrence Norfolk and Tibor Fischer, more as ‘a launch
pad than a terrain in its own right’.* This is to say that one of the literary reactions
to a changing global situation where the nation-state is perceived as a restrictive
rather than enabling framework has been the tendency for British writers to set
their work elsewhere, or at least to situate their portrait of Britain and its history in
an international context. Recent examples of this transposition and expansion of
settings and themes may be found in Tibor Fischer’s depiction of postwar Hungary
in his Booker-shortlisted Under the Frog (1992), Giles Foden’s study of Uganda
under Idi Amin in The Last King of Scotland (1998), and John Lanchester’s Fragrant
Harbour (2002), which charts the devolopment of Hong Kong over the course of the
twentieth century. Indeed, an article published in the Independent in 1993 opined
that not writing about contemporary Britain appeared to be a growth industry
during the ‘90s. Rather than a celebration of this new imaginative mobility,
however, the piece was an elegy for a dying literary landscape overshadowed by the

superabundance of American society:

Each time a good English novelist crafts a story not about England today, what
does that do to England? Surely it must change the literary landscape ever so
slightly, so that when you walk around England these days, it appears less . . .
interesting. Less . . . mythic. Less like a place where important things are
happening. And you wonder — if England seems a more diluted, washed-out
kind of country these days, maybe that’s because it is. Or perhaps people
simply think it is = which might amount, in the end, to the same thing.®!

In contrast to this notion of Britain, or at least England, as a kind of imaginative
dead zone — a view that is suffused with post-imperial nostalgia for a past time of
grandeur and significance — it is just as plausible to see the diversification of

subjects and settings in contemporary fiction both as a sign of literary self-

% tawrence Norfolk and Tibor Fischer (eds), New Writing 8 (London: Vintage, 1999), p. xiii.

*1 William Leith, ‘Where Nothing Really Happens’, Independent on Sunday, Review section, 2 May
1993, p. 14.
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assurance and as evidence of the shift from an insular to a global culture. On one
level, as Peter Childs recognises, ‘““British” fiction is simply a matter of passports and
residency, just as it is one of language’.®? To take the example of an author such as
W.G. Sebald: despite neither writing in English nor being born in Britain, his long-
term residency in East Anglia meant that he could be claimed as a British writer.
Similarly, David Mitchell, one of the novelists discussed in this present study, has
lived in Japan for most of his adult life and has primarily written about countries
other than Britain. If both authors are British in a problematical sense, their work
also articulates forms of identity less dependent on the limitations of individual
selfhood and the nation as supporting frameworks.

As the hybridity of nations and cultures becomes ever more complex and
more explicitly recognised, new myths of what Britain and British fiction are, or
could be, are taking shape. Whilst ‘domestic’ postcolonial novels such as Zadie
Smith’s White Teeth (2000) and Monica Ali’s Brick Lane (2003) — both of which
depict modern, multicultural London — continue to attract critical attention for
reasons that may come to seem increasingly anachronistic, the widening of cultural
reference points and the mingling of ethnicities and heritages over the last two
decades of the twentieth century have also given rise to narrative strategies that
are more globally oriented. The work of Salman Rushdie has already been touched
upon, but it will be returned to here because the ambit of his writing since The
Satanic Verses has progressively expanded beyond the national or regional
perspectives of his earlier novels, and in this respect his fictions may be seen as
most closely related to those of the writers explored in this thesis. The narrative of
his most recent novel, Shalimar the Clown (2005), shuttles between Kashmir, the
United States, France and Britain, covering a period from the 1930s to the present.
Centred on the violent and opposing political interests surrounding the disputed
territory of Kashmir, Rushdie’s text situates the conflict within a much larger geo-
political context than that of the post-Independence India and Pakistan depicted in

Midnight’s Children and Shame. In particular, the novel ties together political

developments in South Asia with the globalisation of the power of the United States

02 Contemporary Novelists, p. 20.
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after the conclusion of the Cold War, as well as with the evolution of militant
religious ideologies of the kind embodied in the terrorist attacks on New York in
September 2001. As one of the characters in Shalimar the Clown reflects,
‘everywhere was now part of everywhere else. Russia, America, London, Kashmir.
Our lives, our stories, flowed into one another’s, were no longer our own,
individual, discrete’.”

What is being disrupted here by the multiple affiliations of postcolonialism
and the new order of global relations is an earlier perception of national history. If
novelists of the 1980s were primarily concerned with the narration of the nation —
the fragmenting body of Saleem Sinai in Midnight’s Children, for example, is
metaphorically entwined with the destiny of post-imperial India — this is not the
focus of Norfolk, Kunzru and Mitchell, whose fictions, as | will show in the chapters
that follow, open up alternative frames of reference for contemporary identity and
citizenship that draw upon the deterritorialised morphology of flows, routes and
networks. The rapidity and the intensity of the changes that have taken place over
the last twenty-five years has meant that literary narratives have often been tinged
with a sense of apocalypticism, with texts meditating upon the atomisation of self
and society, the collapse of past and future in the dead-time of the present, the
commodification of culture, and, most recently, the ‘global’ split between Islam and
the West. Yet these cultural responses may be interpreted as symptoms of the
movement towards a less domineering relation to modernity, demonstrating a new
awareness of plurality and multiplicity and unconsciously gesturing towards an
emerging logic and structure of rule no longer reliant on fixed boundaries and
barriers. As the constitution of Western societies shifts under the influence of
migratory movements and the globalisation of media technologies — generating
new patterns of human interaction and interdependence both above and below the
level of the nation-state — modes of storytelling are becoming apparent that at once
encode and seek to comprehend the new fluidity of networked global relations.

Aside from the three writers discussed in the main body of this thesis, one could

make reference to Simon Ings’s recent novel The Weight of Numbers (2005), whose

®3 salman Rushdie, Shalimar the Clown (London: Vintage, 2005}, p. 37.
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tangled plot weaves a shimmering web of contiguity and chance spanning the past
six decades, bringing together characters from different continents, periods and
experiences in a way not dissimilar to David Mitchell’'s Cloud Atlas. Like Mitchell’s
text, the presiding philosophy of Ings’s novel is the interconnectedness of lives and
narratives: one of the plot strands involves the evolution of early theories about
cyberspace, and the prophetic image of a virtual net thrown over the world
operates as a guiding metaphor permitting imaginative links to be made between
such diverse subjects as the development of electroconvulsive therapy, internecine
conflict in Mozambique, human trafficking, and the legacies of the Second World
War. The use of decentred, interleaved narratives, however, is not merely confined
to literary fiction; recent films such as Crash (2004), The Constant Gardener (2005),
Syriana (2006) and Babel (2006) have employed similar techniques, and it could be
argued that Robert Altman was exploring these methods even earlier, though
perhaps for different aesthetic reasons. Certainly Babel explicitly confronts the
issues raised by the phenomenon of global communications, highlighting the
difficulties of connecting with others even as our lives are inextricably intertwined.
The opening chapter of this thesis offers the view that the complex array of
economic, social, political, cultural and technological processes contributing to the
notion of ‘globalisation’ has transformed our understanding of the contemporary
world, giving rise to new conceptions of identity and difference. In addition, !
suggest that while the dominant literary responses of British novelists during the
1980s and early ‘90s were sensitive to these material changes, their fictions
generally framed these as crises of Western modernity rather than prefigurations of
a new cartography of global flows and exchanges, hence the tendency to fall back
on the discourse of apocalypse. Over the following chapters, | hope to demonstrate
how the narrative strategies and new subjectivities articulated in the work of three
significant contemporary writers yet to enter the mainstream of critical discussion —
Lawrence Norfolk, Hari Kunzru and David Mitchell = signal new directions for
fictional approaches that have been emerging in the British novel over the last
fifteen years, which are broadly consonant with the surfacing of discussions about
globalisation. In the next chapter of this thesis, in order to traverse the space

between the 1980s generation and writers such as Kunzru and Mitchell, | will look
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at the transitional work of Lawrence Norfolk whose historiographical global fictions
intertwine history and myth, past and present, fact and fable in ways that fit the
templates of neither postmodernism not postcolonialism but instead point towards
a different way of conceiving international identities and relations than that of

Western imperialism, if not quite still that of ‘Empire’.



2
Lawrence Norfolk: Global Myths

The past does not come to us smoothly across the passage of time. It erupts
and resonates in our time as a disconcerting and discrete event: as the voice
and body of the other that challenges our own bodies and time.*

Lawrence Norfolk announced himself on the British literary scene with his
precocious and wildly inventive debut novel Lempriére’s Dictionary (1991), whose
expansive scope, complexity and ferocious erudition bespoke a powerful and
original new voice.? Still only twenty-seven, Norfolk’s stylistic virtuosity, along with
the vertiginous intricacy of the novel’s plot and its dense layering of rich historical
detail, garnered high praise, though its digressive sprawl and verbal excess also
exasperated some critics. Norfolk’s text makes formidable demands on its readers,
and not only because of its massive length: its interwoven plotlines range
disjointedly between jumbled chronologies and scattered locales, whilst the fluid
narrative viewpoint often relates events from the multiple, and sometimes
contradictory, perspectives of different characters. If this suggests the desire for a
kind of dizzying synoptic overview of the world that the author has called into
being, then for Norfolk such ‘messy, flawed, excessive’ narratives reflect a modern
reality that always ‘exceeds, and outstrips, and exasperates’, and that may only be
framed imperfectly by the exorbitant proliferation of stories. His defence of the
importance of length to the modern novel in conveying the complexity appropriate
to contemporary life is made especially forceful considering that the US version of
Lempriére’s Dictionary, which was released soon after the British edition, had

around a fifth of the text excised at the behest of the publishers, who were

! 1ain Chambers, Culture After Humanism: History, Culture, Subjectivity (London: Routledge, 2001),
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concerned that the more fantastical elements would make the book difficuit to
market to an American audience with particular expectations of the literary-
historical genre. Although the ensuing discussion will refer to the longer British
edition, the peculiar history of the nove!’s publication does draw attention to the
difficulty of situating Norfolk’s work, which commingles aspects of the historical
romance, detective fiction, classical myth, sci-fi and the Bildungsroman without
conforming to any generic distinctions. The amalgam of history, mythology and
tales of more doubtful provenance perhaps has more in common with the fabulist
traditions of Calvino, Eco or Pynchon, but Norfolk has also consistently restated the
importance of historical authenticity in his narratives.

The plot of Lempriére’s Dictionary defies easy summary, but a brief overview
should serve to orient the analysis that follows. In broad terms, the text presents a
fantastical account of the circumstances under which John Lempriére composed his
celebrated dictionary of classical mythology, which was published on the cusp of
the French Revolution. The chief protagonist is a poetic re-vision of the real
historical figure who subjected the corpus of ancient myth to the classificatory gaze
of modern Reason, and although there are some tenuous connections between
biography and fiction, the novel makes radical departures from all but the most
skeletal details of Lempriére’s life.* The novel makes overtures to this backdrop of
eighteenth-century classicism, but historical anchorage is provided by a number of
other disparate events: in particular, the foundation of the East India Company in
1600, the siege of the French port city of La Rochelle in 1627, and the advent of the
French Revolution in 1789. What impels the narrative is the gradual revelation of
the secret connections braiding together these apparently disconnected moments,
weaving documented histories into an audacious fable of imperialism and ancestral
vengeance. Following the death of his father, Charles, on the isle of Jersey in bizarre
and disturbing circumstances, John Lempriere journeys to London to attend the
reading of his father’s will and to secure the inheritance of his father’s personal

effects. Amongst the reams of paper, John discovers a peculiar covenant signed by

* For a more extended discussion of the connections between the real John Lempriére and his

fictional alter-ego, see Suzanne Keen, Romances of the Archive in Contemporary British Fiction
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2001), pp. 145-7.
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his French ancestor, Francois Lempriére, and Thomas de Vere, one of the nine
British investors whose wealth founded the East India Company. This contract
attests to Francois’ ownership of a ninth of the Company’s stock: it emerges that he
was amongst a party of French Huguenots and venture-capitalists — a group known
variously as the Cabbala and the Nine — who bailed out the original investors after
the failure of the East India Company’s first trading venture, and who had control of
the business sighed over to them. For political reasons, however, it was necessary
that this agreement remained secret, and John Lempriere’s stumbling inquiries
uncover a conspiracy whereby de Vere, along with the other eight British investors,
were offered a relatively small cut of the Company’s future profits in return for
them maintaining the pretence of their continued ownership, and thus remaining
the legitimate faces of the more shadowy organisation that continues to run the
East India Company as their own private trading empire. *

After John's curiosity is aroused, the morass of documents comprising
Charles’s legacy is reinterpreted in the light of this buried scheme, and his
haphazard and bewildered pursuit of various lines of inquiry ultimately unearths a
more startling form of covenant that encompasses his own life. The discovery that
the contract is made in perpetuity, making John the rightful owner of one-ninth of a
company that has, by 1788 — the ‘present’ of this chronologically dislocated text —
grown into an empire vastly more powerful any nation in the world is, however,
only one aspect of John’s relationship with the Nine, which is more than that of a
simple cash-nexus. Prompted and guided by the figure of Septimus, a friend with an
enigmatic relationship to the Cabbala, Lempriére pieces together the disparate
papers left behind by his father and begins to trace the dim outlines of a more
mysterious structure of ancestral indebtedness and historical responsibility. An
inveterate reader of texts, John’s trawl through this archive reveals that his father,
along with a succession of ill-fated Lemprieres before him, had spent his life
investigating the clandestine activities of the East India Company and its secret
masters, and his father’s gruesome murder at their hands is the final movement in a
recurrent pattern binding the family’s history to the Cabbala’s sinister plots. Each
generation of Lempriére becomes ensnared by this ominous legacy, and the death

of John's father is simply the most recent interruption in a larger quest threading
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through the family line, repeatedly and unknowingly embarked upon for aimost
two-hundred years. Against the wishes of Charles’s letter, which anticipates his
son’s confusion about his death and begs him not to pursue his doubts and

unanswered questions, even urging him to burn his papers rather than read them,
John follows in his ancestors’ footsteps and is drawn into the labyrinthine
convolutions of a design woven centuries before.

For much of the novel John misunderstands the nature of the enmity between
the Lempriéres and the Company, yet his clumsy investigations eventually bring to
light a web of revenge plots spiralling from the catastrophic events at La Rochelle in
1627, an almost forgotten fragment of history that continues to haunt the present.
The siege of the city was the endgame of a religious war between the French royal
forces of Louis X!l and the rebellious Huguenots in the south of the country who,
with support from the Protestant English, had been gaining influence. Fearing a
potential coup, Richelieu’s forces converged on the seat of Huguenot power and cut
off all lines of supply to La Rochelle, repulsing the English ships that had come to the
aid of the city and constructing a large fortification to prevent seaward access.
Historically, the besieged Rochelais were forced to surrender after the final
withdrawal of the English fleet, the population decimated by famine and disease.
Norfolk’s version of the event, though, is even more catastrophic: fires are started
in the city and Rochelle becomes the scene of a massacre as the trapped citizens are
consumed in the blazing citadel. The Rochelais are subject to a double betrayal; as
well as the plight of the city being ignored by the rest of Europe, the reader later
learns that the populace were sacrificed by the nine investors who had access to a
subterranean passageway used to move the unlaundered yield of their illegitimate
East India trade. To preserve the anony;nity of their operation and to cover the
tracks of their escape to England, the Nine abandoned their families and
compatriots to their fate, with the lives of thousands of innocents becoming the
necessary price to maintain their vast profit-making machine. It is this betrayal that
splits the Lempriéres from the Cabbala and underpins their ancestral opposition to
the all-powerful Company; and the unexpended resonance of the Nine’s callous act
spreads out across nations and generations, warping the fabric of the present as it

resounds through history. The deaths of the Rochelais is the debt upon which the
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Cabbala’s burgeoning economic empire rests - the founding injustice of monopoly
capitalism perhaps —and this is also the source of the Lempriéres’ hatred for the
organisation with which they have been complicit. The trajectory of the narrative is
towards the settlement of this historical guilt, and John’s quest is one of
transhistorical revenge that is at once public and personal, since he is attempting to
avenge the deaths of ancestors who, like him, have also opposed the Nine and their
proxy Company.

The circulation of the narrative around particularly vivid, and generally
violent, moments latent within personal and public memory is a recurrent motif
throughout Norfolk’s oeuvre, foreshadowing the sacking of the Tuscan city of Prato
in The Pope’s Rhinoceros (1996), and the connections made between the Holocaust
and ancient Greek mythology in In the Shape of a Boar (2000). What animates all
three texts in differing ways is vengeance for various atrocities, the profound need
for a reckoning or settlement of historical debts that continue to bear upon the
present: the novels respond to the waves and echoes of human tragedy that ripple
outwards through time and space as a form of collective trauma. This symbolic
desire for retribution is made flesh in Lempriére’s Dictionary in the mysterious
figure of Septimus - John's friend and guide on his quest = who, the reader comes
to understand, represents the contemporary incarnation of the mythical ‘Flying
Man’ of La Rochelle. The provenance of this legendary figure is revealed in an
apocryphal account of the siege that tells of the escape of one of the Rochelais from
the conflagration: in the last moments of the crisis, it is claimed that a burning child
thrown from the ramparts was saved by supernatural intervention. Instead of falling
to his death, the infant is said to have taken flight, skimming across the waves and
out to sea. This magical sprite is presented as a kind of conduit for the souls of the
dead and a focus for their unconsummated desire for justice that resonates through
history, an infant vessel for the monumental psychic wound of their betrayal that
can find ‘no outlet for its overspilling force’ (610). Perhaps a dark echo of Walter
Benjamin’s angel of history who is forced to look back on the ever-accreting
catastrophes of the past, the winged spirit is a vengeful embodiment of the memory

of this event, compelled to return again and again to the trauma of the Rochelais’
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betrayal by the Nine.” Though John is never made aware of his companion’s true
identity, who has survived for over one hundred and fifty years in various forms, he
is covertly aided in his endeavours in the same way as the generations of
Lempriéres who have preceded him.

Although John's inquiries have the appearance of self-directed agency, he is
manipulated throughout the novel by the intentions of ambiguous or sinister
others, drip-fed tantalising pieces of evidence and snippets of information both by
Septimus and, with more baleful purposes, the Cabbala, who spin out a trail in order
to draw Lempriére ever further into their web. Far from wishing him dead, the Nine
— who have survived into the present by means of the mechanical augmentation of
their bodies, and now desire the youthful invigoration of their enterprise —in fact
want to recruit John Lempriére to their ranks, attempting to blackmail the young
man into taking up his place amongst them by implicating him in a tableau of
elaborately staged murders. Indeed, Lempriére’s overwrought imagination and his
bookish obsession with classical history make him especially vulnerable to
manipulation by the Nine, whose locus of control extends even into the interior
terrain of John’s psyche. After bearing witness to a series of disturbing events
whose iconography recalls scenes from the pages of mythology — including the
death of John's father who, like Actaeon in Greek legen<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>