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ABSTRACT

GRAHAM SWIFT’S WATERLAND AS HISTORIOGRAPHIC
METAFICTION

DUMAN, Volkan

Department of English Literature and Cultural Studies
M.A. Thesis
Supervisor: Assist. Prof. Dr. Mustafa KIRCA
December, 2019, 79 Pages

This thesis aims to analyze Graham Swift’s Waterland as postmodernist
historical novel in the light of Linda Hutcheon’s concept of ‘“historiographic
metafiction”. Principally, the concept of historiographic metafiction suggests that
history is a construction and cannot present facts objectively. In the light of these ideas,
the study argues that Graham Swift’s Waterland undermines history as a grand
narrative through the main character Tom Crick, who is a history teacher and the only
narrator in the novel. As a self-reflexive narrator, in a self-referential text, Tom Crick
primarily blurs the definitions of history, story, reality, progress and fairy-tale.
Furthermore, his paradoxical accounts on the relevance of historical facts create
confusion in the reader. His distortion of reality through his stories as a means of
redemption does not prove to be helpful except for himself. Thus, it is questioned by
the present study in what ways Tom Crick is an unreliable narrator and a true historian,
and shown that historical facts are not represented objectively in Swift’s postmodern
historical fiction.

Key words: Waterland, Historiographic Metafiction, Self-reflexive Narrator,

Deconstruction.



OZET

GRAHAM SWIFT’IN SU DIYARI ADLI ROMANININ TARIHSEL
USTKURMACA ACISINDAN INCELENMESI

DUMAN, Volkan

Ingiliz Edebiyat1 ve Kiiltiir incelemeleri Boliimii
Yiiksek Lisans Tezi
Danigman: Dr. Ogr. Uyesi Mustafa KIRCA
Aralik 2019, 79 Sayfa

Bu tez, Graham Swift’in roman1 Su Diyari’nm1 Linda Hutcheon’un tarihsel iist
kurmaca kavrami i1giginda postmodern tarihi roman olarak incelemeyi amaglar.
Temelde, bu teori tarihin kurmaca oldugunu ve saf gergekligi sunamayacagini soyler.
Bu fikirlerin 15181nda, bu ¢alisma Graham Swift’in romani ana karater ve ayrica tarih
ogretmeni ve romandaki tek anlatict olan Tom Crick tizerinden Su Diyari’nin tarihi tist
anlati olarak gormedigini ileri siirmektedir. Ozdiisiiniimsel bir anlatic1 olarak,
6zgonderimsel bir metinde, Tom Crick ilk olarak tarih, hikaye, gerceklik, ilerleme ve
masal gibi kavramlarin anlamlarini bulaniklastirir. Sonrasinda, tarihi gergeklerin
uygunlugu tizerindeki c¢eliskili varsayimlari okuyucuda kafa karigikligina yol acar.
Gilinahlarindan arinma adina, hikayeleri yoluyla gercekleri saptirmasi kendi disinda
hi¢ bir kimsenin isine yaramamaktadir. Sonug olarak, bu ¢alismayla Tom Crick’in
nasil glivenilmez bir anlatic1 ve tarih¢i oldugu ve tarihsel gercekliklerin Swift’in bu

postmodern tarihi romaninda objektif olarak temsil edilemeyecegi ortaya konmustur.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Su Diyari, Tarihsel Ustkurmaca, Ozdiisiiniimsel Anlatici,

Yapisokiim.
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INTRODUCTION

Graham Swift is one of the revisionist novelists of a generation who has
become known since the 1980s along with some other writers such as Salman Rushdie,
Emma Tennant, Martin Amis and lan McEwan. Almost all of these writers have
academic backgrounds and they have brought a new understanding into fiction writing.
As they are equipped with literary theories, they can easily embrace postmodern
techniques in their works. Swift is distinguished especially with his talents to record
historical accounts along with personal accounts in an effective way to make his
readers question the objectivity of historiography. Pascale Tollance suggests that
Swift’s works can be likened to a large room in which various voices can be heard to
create a story (Tollance 141). Swift’s dominant characteristic concerning his style is
creating narrators who have a natural tendency to tell stories. Fiction and historical
reality, and memory and reconstruction of the past are central to his novels. As the
narrators in Swift’s fiction are both executers and reporters of their own history, they
cannot be defined as objective. His earlier novels such as Waterland (1983) and Ever
After (1993) portray late-twentieth century characters with those of remote ascendants.
His later novels such as Last Orders (1996), The Light of Day (2003), and Wish You
Were Here (2011) cover contemporary times. His characters in either group have

mundane lives (Cobley 272).

In his Waterland, Swift offers contradictory concepts and ideas about history
and chalenges grand narratives, social codes of family structures, or personal
perspectives of ordinary people. It is acknowledged in Waterland that human beings
are “storytelling animals” and they do it with a motivation of leaving traces of
existence behind. Through the novel, Swift conveys that story-telling is an escape from
boredom of reality, finding a meaning in life in the local culture and geography and
keeping away from unbearable troubles of reality. Besides, through the self-reflexive
narrator, Tom Crick, it is suggested that history and story have similar connotations.

Swift embraces history as a subject matter in Waterland, yet it neither offers a solution



as an academic subject nor a personal relief in the form of storytelling. The aim of this
study is to analyse Swift’s Waterland as historiographic metafiction and to discuss
how history telling by the novel’s narrator, who is a historian, is problematized. It
argues that the paradoxical state in the narrator’s reports in Waterland shows the
“unrepresentability” of historical events in fiction. Therefore, this thesis studies Tom
Crick’s contradictory views and contemplations on history, reality, story, fairy-tale and
end of history because it is claimed by this thesis that he consistently blurs the
definitions concerning the field of history and cannot present a solution for those

devastated lives or a hope for his students for the future.

Like such contemporary writers as Peter Ackroyd, Julian Barnes, A. S. Byatt
and Penelope Lively, Graham Swift also deals with the relationship between
reconstruction of the past and memory or history and fiction. Considering his themes,
Slavomir Konkol suggests that loss and crisis are common motifs including traumatic
experiences. His novels cannot maintain a linear unfolding of events as the characters
are trapped in a traumatic alienation. They use narration as a way of managing personal
or greater realities. Yet, they eventually conclude that struggling with fear is only
momentary (105).

Although Swift’s works are praised and respected to a great extent, there are
some negative views as well. David Malcolm summarizes the criticisms under four
qualities of Swift’s novels: “a deployment of what are seen as one-dimensional,
ultimately uninteresting, and unconvincing characters; an overshematic, insistently
intellectual organization of his texts; excessive ambition; and the use of melodramatic
story material that makes too great demands on the reader’s emotions” (Malcolm 4).
The negative views usually tend to focus on his characters. Readers do not have a clear
view even on main characters, so they always have to make some deductions on
characters’ actions. Even at the end of any of Swift’s novels, they cannot be sure of
some incidents which are significant parts of the story. For example, about the
characterization in Waterland, Michael Gorra stresses that the novel is short of
intensity regarding the characters, but it is chiefly passionate about the story line
(Gorra 11). The characters are depicted as ordinary and uninteresting figures without
holding a strong view. As the character depiction is unsatisfactory, Swift’s novels rely

too much on the plot and sentiment. In a review of Out of This World, Harriet Gilbert
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portrays the novel as “over schematic, more like a game-plan than a game played out,
with symbols sticking up like marker flags and a structure of crossword puzzle
symmetry” (Gilbert 35).

Malcolm suggests that four main standpoints arise in the works produced after
the 1980s: “a fascination with historical events and processes of the distant and more
recent past; a cosmopolitan opening out to settings and characters from beyond the
geographical limits of the British Isles; a very substantial amount of mixing of genres
within individual texts; and metafictional concerns” (8). It can be said that Swift is
more concerned with the metafictional concerns as he discusses fictionality,
storytelling and narration dominantly in his works. Yet, other elements except for the
“settings” away from the British Isles are also in use in Swift’s works. In a
comprehensive outlook, discussions on Swift’s work embody elements such as
intertextuality and genre mixture; storytelling; narrative; troubled characters and

national history.

Tamas Benyei holds another discussion on Swift’s works. He claims that
critical readings of Swift’s fiction are generally associated with two classifications.
The first one is the very common and well known notion, ‘historiographic metafiction’
which was introduced by Linda Hutcheon in her criticism of Waterland. The text
interrogates history and narration self-reflexively and self-consciously. The second
classification, a certain narrative mode, can be found in all Swift’s works. Characters
are highly melancholic and their mourning dominates his fictions reflecting the

personal mourning on a whole nation (Benyei 40).

Gita May expresses her admiration on Swift’s way of narrating a story as
follows: “A superb storyteller, Swift knows how to use all the possibilities of the first-
person narrative, with all the immediacy and spontaneity that this form entails. The
constant subjective flow and ebb of sensations and emotions, and the ever present and
intrusive recollections of past experiences, inform the narrator’s story” (May 427).
Putting past and present together in his narratives, portraying family relations and
legends in a way to distance the reader from the realities of modern day, but at the
same time associating these personal and family interests to the nation’s history, are

also among Swift’s qualities that make him a successful writer of postmodern fiction.
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Waterland is the third and most celebrated of Swift’s novels. The story mainly
takes place in the South of England in the Fenland and Greenwich, London. Tom
Crick, who is a history teacher in his early fifties and about to be fired because of her
wife’s scandalous act of abducting a baby, is the main character and narrator of the
stories that he extracts from his and his family’s local life experiences. Naturally, he
is supposed to follow the curriculum and to inform his students about the French
Revolution, but overwhelmed with his personal shortcomings in the disastrous
outcome of his family’s life, he starts talking about local history of the Fenland,
contemporary to the French Revolution, and continues with the rise of his mother’s
family, the Atkinsons, in the field of barley brewery and his own family who worked
initially as fishermen and then lockkeepers of the sluices for water drainage. Along
with the local historical events, Tom Crick also tells his students about his family

secrets and unravels his personal stories to his students who show no interest in history.

The stories which build up Waterland start with strange events in Tom Crick’s
childhood. After his mother’s death he lives with his father, Henry Crick, whose life
has shattered after having been wounded in World War I, and his retarded half-
brother, Dick Crick, who is born out of an incestuous intercourse between his mother
and her father, Ernest Atkinson. In their adolescent years, Tom, Mary, Dick and a
couple of other friends in the neighbourhood involve in curious discoveries of human
biology and Mary becomes pregnant. With Mary’s machinations, Dick, who is
probably in love with Mary, kills Freddie Parr, thinking he is the father. Then, with
Tom’s incentives, he reaches his father/grandfather’s magic beer bottle, drinks and
loses his wits, and commits suicide in the end. Mary has an abortion by a witch-like
woman in the forest and it turns out that she would never have a baby again. Years
later, Tom and Mary get married and move to London. Almost thirty years pass and
the reader is not informed about those thirty years. Mary and Tom Crick live with the
burden of the two young boys’ death along with an unborn child’s death in those years.
However, eventually, Mary loses her wits and abducts a baby at a supermarket and she
is sent to an asylum. Tom Crick loses his job, but before retiring he starts telling his
stories concerning the deaths and local history of the Fenland, which can be considered

as his urge for a redemption.



Waterland is a novel full of oppositions and contradictions. It deals with history
and reality; land and water; sanity and insanity; history and story. There is claim for
reality which never comes. History is invariably at the centre of the novel, and the
narrator, Tom Crick is a history teacher who is pushed into early retirement. He
questions the truthfulness, limitations and purpose of stories. Doing so, he never
abandons the idea that history is a way of telling stories. Thus, George P. Landow
suggests that “These questioning of narrative within its narrative makes Waterland a
self-reflexive text.” (Landow 198). Tom Crick, in one of his history lessons, talks

about narration, story and even history:

Children, only animals live entirely in the Here and Now. Only nature knows
neither memory nor history. But man - let me offer you a definition - is the
storytelling animal. Wherever he goes he wants to leave behind not a chaotic
wake, not an empty space, but the comforting marker-buoys and trail-signs of
stories. He has to go on telling stories. He has to keep on making them up. As
long as there's a story, it's all right. Even in his last moments, it's said, in the
split second of a fatal fall - or when he's about to drown - he sees, passing
rapidly before him, the story of his whole life (Swift 52).

The topic of his history class is the French Revolution but he rarely talks about
it. He rather tells the students about his own past. Ivan Del Janik explains this as
follows: “Waterland is a manifestation of a man’s need to tell stories to keep reality
under control, and Crick can be seen as a man telling his story in an attempt to cope

with its implications” (Janik 83).

Tom Crick’s ancestors largely took part in keeping the Fens of East England
dredged and drained. His father was a lock-keeper and a water person as his forbearers.
They all fished, trapped ducks, cut reeds and caught eels. At first they did not like the
idea of draining water as they would be left without a living. They even tried to
sabotage the draining but eventually, they were employed to do the job by Atkinsons,
who were the ancestors of Tom Crick’s mother (McKinney 822). Yet, this was not the
only quality Crick’s family had. They all had the gifted quality of telling stories which
is mainly considered as “the filler of the vacuums” (Swift 68). The definition of
‘history” and ‘story’ is blurred by the family members. Though Tom Crick is supposed
to teach children the French Revolution, he fails to do so by interrupting his lessons
with his own family history which is no less traumatic than the French Revolution. In

either case, the students are offered no way out, which makes them bear the fear of a
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Holocaust. Benyei states how history does not have any real value in this work:
“History in this novel has appeared repeatedly as a conspicuously alien, abstract word,
that has nothing to do with the everyday experience of day-to-day living, and is

therefore unable to acquire any real referential value in the world of the novel” (Benyei

41).

Therefore, this thesis discusses different perspectives regarding history telling
and its problematization in the three body chapters in light of Linda Hutcheon’s
historiographic metafiction. In Chapter One, Linda Hutcheon’s concept of
historiographic metafiction composes the main body of discussions. Traditional
historiography and postmodern historiography are also discussed in this chapter. In
Chapter Two, the study focuses on the question ‘“Why do we need history?” and tries
to answer this, discussing Tom Crick’s views on the issue. It is conveyed that finding
meaning in stories and the term ‘make-believe’ are prevailing motifs in answering the
question. Curiosity is also discussed in this chapter within the scope of the same
question. Besides, Tom Crick’s role as a history teacher and the narrator of the story
is discussed along with his defense of history. Chapter Three starts with the analysis
of the role of a historian and an unreliable narrator. The chapter proceeds with Tom
Crick’s ideas on the distortion of history and tries to reveal why he is trying to fabricate
his own history. In the third chapter, the end of history is discussed through Tom Crick,
as a highly contradictory and unreliable narrator and historian. Distortion of reality
and the existence of a Holocaust club founded by his students are also discussed in this

chapter to reveal that history offers no hope for the future.

In the final chapter of the thesis, the conclusion that the study reaches is
Graham Swift’s Waterland is a historiographic metafiction which subverts the power
of history as a grand narrative through the main character and narrator of the text, Tom
Crick. Tom Crick displays his unreliability through his contradictory contemplations
on the relevance of history. At times, he advocates history both as a means of official
history and storytelling, but at other times, he shows that history is not a means of
salvation or a source of information. Once for all, in his Waterland, Graham Swift
shows through the paradoxical state at the narrator’s report that the facts and truths

cannot be represented in historical fiction.



CHAPTER ONE

HISTORIOGRAPHIC METAFICTION

This chapter discusses the concepts of history, traditional and postmodern
historiography in the light of Linda Huctheon’s theory of ‘“historiographic
metafiction”. Some elements of postmodern fiction will be discussed in relation to
“historiographic metafiction” which constructs the ground theory for the analysis of
Graham Swift’s Waterland.

In her A Poetics of Postmodernism: History, Theory, Fiction, published in
1988, Linda Hutcheon coins the term historiographic metafiction and defines it as
novels “which are both intensely self-reflexive and yet paradoxically also lay claim to
historical events and personages” (Poetics 5). She also makes a comparison between

postmodern works and historiographic metafictions by setting their similarities:

In most of the critical work on postmodernism, it is narrative—be it in
literature, history, or theory—that has usually been the major focus of
attention. Historiographic metafiction incorporates all three of these domains:
that is, its theoretical self-awareness of history and fiction as human constructs
(historiographic metafiction) is made the grounds for its rethinking and
reworking of the forms and contents of the past (Poetics 5).

Hutcheon states that, “what the postmodern writing of both history and
literature has taught us is that both history and fiction are discourses, that both

constitute systems of signification by which we make sense of the past” (Poetics, 89).

She further continues that “Historiographic metafiction keeps distinct its
formal auto-representation and its historical context, and in so doing problematizes the
very possibility of historical knowledge, because there is no reconciliation, no dialectic
here—just unresolved contradiction” (Poetics, 107). Without paying regard to the
historical context and letting the historical figures represent themselves historical facts

cannot go beyond only claim of facts. So, running after an absolute truth which official
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history urges is an impossiblity in historical sense. Transparency of historical
referentiality and artistic originality are also abandoned. Hutcheon concludes that
“Postmodern fiction suggests that to re-write or to re-present the past in fiction and in
history is, in both cases, to open it up to the present, to prevent it from being conclusive

and teleological” (Poetics, 110).

Grand narratives or meta-narratives are among the two terms discussed in
postmodern criticism of any work of art. The term meta-narrative coined by Lyotard
have principally the same connotation with the term of grand narrative. The Oxford
dictionary defines metanarrative as: “A narrative account that experiments with or
explores the idea of storytelling, often by drawing attention to its own artificiality”
(Lexico 2019). In his “Post Modern Condition”, Lyotard refers to cultural grand
narratives as legends, myths and fables. Societies no more hold a singular culture and
ethnicity; legitimacy is now plural; and this leads to the decline of grand narratives.
Instead, local values and practices become more important. Thus, Lyotard announces
that “the grand narrative has lost its credibility” (Lyotard 37). Lyotard here praises the
individual or temporary knowledge instead of collective knowledge. Holding on to a
collective and imposed grand narrative usually enforced by the authorities in favor of

their beliefs does not seem sustainable any more.

1.1. Traditional History Writing and Conventional Historical Novel

To support Hutcheon’s essential claims that the past facts cannot be represented
truly at present, firstly we need to survey the processes historiography has gone

through.

Commentaries on historiography dates back to very early times. Aristotle (384-
322 BC) distinguishes between a historian and a poet in his seminal Poetics. He claims
that the historian “tells of what has happened” (43); on the other hand, the poet tells
about the “things that might happen” (43). He further suggests that “For this reason
poetry is something more philosophical and more worthy of serious attention than
history; for while poetry is concerned with universal truths, history treats of particular

facts” (43-44). In his distinction, Aristotle stresses on the expectation that the historian
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reports the past as it happened but the poet enables his judgements and enriches the
text with alternative probabilities. He praises literature over mere historical report.
Similarly, Simon Malpas, interpreting the same distinction in the contemporary period,
claims that the historian’s purpose is to “chart particular ‘facts’ and events without
drawing more general conclusions about their meanings and connections,” and to be
able to do this s/he needs to become a “mere chronicler who records what has happened
without passing judgement” (81). Yet, the poet “deals with the possibilities of what

might happen and is concerned with ‘universal truths’ of human nature” (Malpas 81).

The idea that poetry is universal but history is not changed in the 4" century.
Bermann reports that St. Augustine (354-430) “in his De civitate Dei first positioned
the particulars of history within a Christian providential scheme. Once rhetoric was
accepted as an art affecting all writing and history could claim as much as poetry to be
a locus of universal truth, the stage was set for the active assimilation—its critics
inevitably would say confusion—of history and poetry” (Bermann 16). History and
literature have equal positions unlike the earlier periods. The situation was not
different during the Renaissance. Lionel Gossman claims that “Renaissance reflection
on historiography conformed, as one would expect, to the precepts of the ancients.
History writing was viewed as an art of presentation and argument rather than a
scientific inquiry, and its problems belonged therefore to rhetoric rather than to
epistemology” (228). Fiction was employed in historiography as it was thought to be
an element of rhetoric. History was not seen as a scientific field of study or separate
from literature until the end of the Enlightenment. Gossman avers that history “was
always distinguishable from ‘mere’ scholarship and antiquarianism, and the ground of
the distinction was in large measure that the historian was a writer, whereas the scholar
and the antiquarian were not” (228). Before the Enlightenment, it was natural to think
that fictitious elements should be used in historical writing. Even the earliest novelists
copied historical writing in their novels, but they were not considered as modern
historical novels. Nevertheless, Sir Walter Scott published Waverly in 1814 which is
now deliberated as the first modern historical novel. It was a time after the French
Revolution and the reign of Napoleon when history writing was shaped by the
nationalist inspirations. Both history and literature were oriented in ideological
teachings. As Gossman suggests writers of history and literature wanted to “inspire the

entire nation... with their own political opinions” (167).
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Through the end of the Enlightenment, history started to be seen as a science.
Scholars believed that the past could be reported accurately by employing some
empirical methods. In this respect Susana Onega writes that history was conceived in
the nineteenth century “as an empirical search for external truths corresponding to
what was considered to be absolute reality of the past events” (12). To be able to do
this, it is expected that historians need to get rid of their political beliefs or ideological
biases. As scientists, they are supposed to handle the task of reflecting the past in an
objective manner. In this sense, Daniel Little states that the historian’s job is to “shed
light on what, why, and how of the past, based on inferences from the evidence of the
present”. In a scientific manner, the historian is expected to look into the details of the
past through evidence or official documents, and accordingly compose the historical
writing with an objective eye. The Enlightenment cultivated by positivism and
rationalism detaches history from literature and makes it a scientific field. The
obsession with rationality in the Enlightenment captured the field of history as well.

Munslow asserts:

what we as historians can know about the past is what it tells us through the
available evidence. This means we must observe the evidence of our senses
without passion or self-interest, without imposition or question-begging. The
past is, therefore, a “given” and historians discover its meaning through the
priority of sense over intellect, content before form (The Routledge
Companion to Historical Studies 81, original emphasis).

In the nineteenth century, history casted out itself from a form of art and
undertook a scientific claim. As a result, fact and fiction needed to be distinguished.
Fact was considered as truth and fiction as the counterpart of it. German historian
Leopold von Ranke was a significant figure who had an immense role in adopting
history as an academic field. He was intrigued by Sir Walter Scott’s novels and started
to look into the Middle Ages. What he ends up about the past was a different

conclusion from Scott’s novels. Hayden White states that

Ranke had discovered that truth was stranger than fiction and infinitely more
satisfying to him. He resolved, therefore, to limit himself in the future to the
representation of only those facts that were attested by documentary evidence,
to suppress the “Romantic” impulses in his own sentimental nature, and to
write history in such a way as to relate only what had actually happened in the
past. This repudiation of Romanticism was the basis of Ranke’s brand of
realistic historiography, a brand which, since Meinecke’s popularization of
the term, has come to be called “historism” and which still serves as the model
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of what an appropriately realistic and professionally responsible
historiography ought to aspire to (Metahistory 163-64).

Ranke declines the ideologies of Nationalism or Romanticism in the
representation of the past as an objective truth. To do this, he used primary sources
and reached almost all the documents in the archives. As Stunkel asserts, “he opened
the doors of archives nearly everywhere (in Europe) except for the Vatican” (Stunkel
102). The methodology Ranke used requires objectivity, so he wanted to refer to the
primary sources and eyewitnesses. Secondary sources could lead to repeat the mistakes
of others. Stunkel claims that Ranke was “suspicious that the author of secondary
works merely repeated one another’s information and errors. The cure for such

uncritical history was eyewitness narratives and original documents” (102).

Other historians of the twentieth century followed Ranke’s methodology and
adopted the claim of objectivity and ultimate truth. In this respect, Munslow suggests
that “the Western tradition of history-writing is built on the correspondence theory of
empiricism firmly rooted in the belief that truthful meaning can be directly inferred
from the primary sources” (20). The historian is to reconstruct the past as it happened.
There could be no alternative commentaries on the same past incident if primary
sources are investigated thoroughly without ideological biases. Ranke’s efforts
provide history credentials as a means of representation of the past objectively, yet
literature is considered as “a hindrance to the understanding of reality rather than as a
way of apprehending it” (White, “The Fictions of Factual Representation” 25). The
Enlightenment rationality pursued in Modernism requires history to follow such a path
to claim objectivity. For Munslow, the data collected by empirical studies is “offered
as interpretation in the form of a story related explicitly, impersonally, transparently,
and without resort to any of the devices used by writers of literary narratives, viz.,
imagery or figurative language” (Munslow, Deconstructing History 10). Thus, there is
no room for using imaginary devices in history writing which is expected to reflect the
true past. Munslow suggests a list of processes for modernist historiography as
follows:

First, that there is a past reality that is intrinsically knowable by the knowing
subject through the discovery of its structural principal; second, historical
truth is found in the referential correspondence of the historians’ facts to that
structural reality, as derived through the conceptual procedure of inference;
third, language is up to the job of written representation, and fourth, from these
prior beliefs one absolutely basic law of human behavior becomes evident: by
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knowing things about the real past we can reasonably conclude, as liberal
humanists, that individuals act rationally and possess purposive agent
intentionality (The Routledge Companion to Historical Studies 4).

That is, it is possible to record past events following some procedures in a
serious way in which language is the only a means of encoding the message, not a
means of making the past happening entertaining to the reader. Following the
Enlightenment’s perspective of rationality and realism, the modernist view of history
which seeks objectivity with empirical methods dominates the nineteenth and the first
half of the twentieth centuries, but beginning with the postmodern era a new

understanding towards historiography starts to rise.

Varying approaches towards history have naturally influenced the genre of
historical fiction and the treatment of history in literary works. Generally considered
as the father of the historical novel, Sir Walter Scott (1771-1832) determines the
emergence of this kind, so starting from his era, the processes the historical novel
passes through needs to be discussed here. Avrom Fleishman, in his The English
Historical Novel: Walter Scott to Virginia Woolf, reports that the emergence of
historical novel overlaps with the aftermath of the French Revolution, “the age of
nationalism, industrialization, and revolution” when people raised an awareness of
their “historical continuity and identity” and when “widening commerce, population
shifts, and factory organization created a new pattern of day-to-day life and consequent
nostalgia for the old” (17). A large number of people wanted to know about their past
and found a connection between their past and the present time. In relation to Scott’s
novels, Simmons noted that Scott’s readers “could gain limited knowledge from the
depiction of Scottish manners and character and the portrayal of important personages”
(8). Yet, Scott’s importance relies much on his struggle to formulate the form of the
historical novel rather than the content. So as to define the historical novel, Lukacs
observes Scott’s novels again and avers that the novelist uses details as “ a means of
achieving historical faithfulness” making “concretely clear the historical necessity of
a concrete situation” (59). In this sense, “it matters little whether individual details,
individual facts are historically correct or not” (Lukacs 59). On the whole, Scott tried
to give the historical details of the past he was writing. He reflected the ordinary man
with ordinary actions to be able loyal to real historical deeds, so Scott’s protagonists

are generally “average human beings” used to “generalize and concentrate in an
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historical deed” (Lukécs, 39). Scott also uses grand characters in his novels but just to
emphasize the time period he was writing about; his main characters are imaginative
heroes he created. For Simmons, Scott’s highly regarded novels are those in which he
abandons romantic impressions and utilizes realist ones, and when he “shifted setting
from Scotland to England or a foreign country and moved back in time, the personal
element disappeared from his fictions and the romance eclipsed the realism” (10).
Unlike the epics of the past, not using distant places as a setting and makes his novels

more believable and appreciated.

After Scott, so many other writers tried to use his style in their fictional works
but most commonly, they exaggerated the qualities of characters to make their works
more appealing to the reader. Simmons argues about these followers that historical
events and characters were so exaggerated that they just “serve[d] to break the unity
of the narrative and insult[ed] the reader’s intelligence” (12). The other subsequent
romancers and novelists who followed Scott’s footsteps more strictly were determined
to write more accurate historical novels, and a new generation of writers who called
themselves “historian-novelists” instead of romancers emerged. Some of those writers
were Edward Bulwer-Lytton, Edward George Howard, Charles Macfarlane and
Frederick Chamier. They investigated the past thoroughly for the true historical facts.
Harold Orel mentions about the works of this group in his book and claims that
“history brought a reader closer to the truth than Scott’s historical novels ever could,
or did” (17). In the 1830s and 1840s, the historical novelists continued to chase the
true historical facts employing some investigation methods by the effect of
Enlightenment. However, following 1848, when history was accepted as a discipline
and started to be taught at universities, the number of historian-novelists declined.
Professional historians employed more scientific methods in historical research when
history was accepted as a scientific discipline. These professionals openly showed their
despise towards both historian-novelists and literary historians. Within this respect,
Simmons argues that “No longer were people accepting the original premise that
readers could learn history through the historical romance, no matter how carefully
researched the work may be. The genre, in a word, ceased to be a rival to history, both

in theory and in practice” (57-58).
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1.2. Postmodernist Historiography and Historiographic Metafiction

In the second half of the twentieth century, the distinction between fiction and
history starts to go under questioning. It is the poststructuralist thought which shapes
the postmodern understanding of history, and associates it with literature once again.
Previous understanding of the modernist view that objectivity is possible in the
historical inquiry and the representation of real past events can be conducted is
questioned. The contemporary philosophers of history, such as Hayden White, Frank
Ankersmit, Dominick LaCapra, and Louis Montrose suggest that history, like fiction,
is constructed through language, and it is a result of a writing activity. As history is a
conveyed through a writing process, textuality creates doubts on its objectivity. The
poststructuralist perspective of language is crucial to understand the postmodern view
of history. Jacques Derrida, decomposes the binary opposition between speech and
writing! and sustains that speech and writing have the same connotation, for speech is
“structured as writing”” and “there is ‘writing in speech’” or “What is written is read as
speech or the surrogate of speech” (118). Munslow argues that in Derrida’s opinion,
logocentrism, “the ascendancy of the voice” (74) as in the case of phonocentrism,
refers to a center, authority or determination which privileges a fixed signification.
What Derrida offers here is within this system language is considered as an objective
medium in the representation of what is happening. Spivak further claims that “Derrida
does not believe in fixing the meaning in a text because he would not privilege a
signifier into transcendence” (Spivak Ixx). In his Of Grammatology, Derrida suggests
that “[t]he notion of the sign always implies within itself the distinction between
signifier and signified, even if, as Saussure argues, they are distinguished simply as
the two faces of one and the same leaf” (Derrida, 11). As opposed to Saussure’s
fixation of meaning into two oppositions, Derrida claims even in that there is no one
fixed meaning; the meaning will eventually be deferred: “[O]ne can already suspect

that an origin whose structure can be expressed as ‘signifier of the signifier’ conceals

! Saussure suggests that there is no real connection between the sign and the referent. So, instead of
being referential Saussure claims that the sign is differential: “In the language itself, there are only
differences. Even more important than that is the fact that, although in general a difference presupposes
positive terms between which the difference holds, in a language there are only differences, and no
positive terms. Whether we take the signification or the signal, the language includes neither ideas nor
sounds existing prior to the linguistic system, but only conceptual and phonetic differences arising out
of that system” (118). Derrida follows Saussure’s claims about differential features of signs but refuses
his ideas about the binary oppositions.
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and erases itself in its own production. There the signified always already functions as
a signifier” (Derrida, 6-7). Thus, for Derrida, a transcendental signified is not possible

through language whether this be a historical text or a literary text.

Similar to Derrida’s ideas, Roland Barthes claims that “the text is a tissue, a
woven fabric” and it contains “weave of signifiers” (“From Work to Text” 159). His
emphasis on the word “fabric” suggests that the fabric is not a transcendental signifier,
and it is filled with words which do not have a final signification either. The
postmodern questioning of history writing and text on the whole challenges the modern
understanding that objective and ultimate reflection of the past is possible.

The concept of language discourse is another topic to be discussed in
postmodernism. In compliance with poststructuralism, Selden and Widdowson define
language as “an impersonal system . . . always articulated with other systems and
especially with subjective processes” (Selden and Widdowson 127). Michel Foucault,
famous for his discussions on power and knowledge, elaborates on the concept of
discourse. Briefly he associates discourse with power and knowledge and also
historical knowledge. Foucault comments on documents that are a means by which

historical knowledge is conveyed:

The document, then, is no longer for history an inert material through which
it tries to reconstitute what men have done or said, the events of which only
the trace remains; history is now trying to define within the documentary
material itself unities, totalities, series, relations. . . To be brief, then, let us
say that history, in its traditional form, undertook to “memorise” the
monuments of the past, transform them into documents, and lend speech to
those traces which, in themselves, are often not verbal, or which say in silence
something other than what they actually say; in our time, history is that which
transforms documents into monuments. In that area where, in the past, history
deciphered the traces left by men, it now deploys a mass of elements that have
to be grouped, made relevant, placed in relation to one another to form
totalities (The Archaeology of Knowledge 7-8).

Foucault sees history as a collection of documents aiming to form a whole with
a totalitarian approach. To make the events in the past meaningful today, which
actually may not sound meaningful in today’s context, history uses different sorts of
materials and documents and construct history. Absence of the original sources, along

with its discourse in the relation to time and place and characters, history is inevitably

a construction or reconstruction of the real past happenings, but with the discourse of
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today, and the discourse of the historian. To form a totality, the historian naturally
employs discursive compositions, and ideology or personal intelligence, for example,
can produce biases and spoil the objectivity that is purported. Accordingly, Roland
Barthes in his “Historical Discourse” asserts that “At the level of discourse, objectivity,
or the absence of any clues to the narrator, turns out to be a particular form of fiction,
the result of what might be called the referential illusion, where the historian tries to
give the impression that the referent is speaking for itself” (149). Yet, in reality, the
historian is speaking on behalf of the referent including only what happened and other
possibilities such as what did not happen, or what might happen are excluded by the
historian which actually determines the referent’s discourse in the first place. Thus,
Barthes concludes that “in ‘objective’ history, the ‘reality’ is always an unformulated
meaning sheltering behind the apparent omnipotence of the referent” (154). Reality,
then, is not achievable in historical texts. Then arises the question of how to position
history as a field. With the discussions of poststructuralists and postmodernists on the
linguistic quality of history, the divergent perspectives on history from rhetoric to

science and to discourse is gradually getting it closer to literature once again.

The linguistic qualities of history as a form of recording the past instead of its
claims to report the past realities dominates the views on history. This blurs the
distinction between history and literature. Hayden White in his Figural Realism:
Studies in the Mimesis Effect suggests that “every history is first and foremost a verbal
artifact, a product of a special kind of language use and must be analyzed as a structure
of language” (4). In this respect, history is not so different from literary works which
need certain methods to be analyzed. Yet, the difference is as White states, “Literary
discourse may differ from historical discourse by virtue of its primary referents,
conceived as imaginary rather than real events” (Figural Realism 6). Literature already
acknowledges the imaginary world but history has a claim to take real events as a
subject matter. But the way they are produced makes them similar as White states, “the
two kinds of discourse are more similar than different since both operate language in
such a way that any clear distinction between their discursive form and their
interpretative content remains impossible” (Figural Realism 6). Without the narrative
form which is acquired as a literary technique, history is not possible, as narration is
an inevitable element in reporting history. Other tools such as annals and chronicles

would be short to conceptualize a past event. White maintains that the narrative
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serves to transform into a story a list of historical events that would otherwise
be only a chronicle. In order to effect this transformation, the events, the
agents, and agencies represented in the chronicle must be encoded as story
elements; that is, they must be characterized as the kinds of events, agents,
and agencies. When the reader recognizes the story being told in a historical
narrative as a specific kind of story—for example, as an epic, romance,
tragedy, comedy, or farce—he can be said to have comprehended the meaning
produced by the discourse (The Content of the Form 43).

The report of the past can be comprehensible through narrative forms. Of
course, history can be reported through different forms and the content of past events
are praised traditionally over the form. But White proceeds that

In its origin, historical discourse differentiates itself from literary discourse by
virtue of its subject matter (“real” rather than “imaginary” events) rather than
its form. But form here is ambiguous, for it refers not only to the manifest
appearances of historical discourses (their appearance as stories) but also to
the systems of meaning production (the modes of emplotment) that
historiography shared with literature and myth (The Content of the Form 44).

Regarding the content, history and literature depart, for history aims to put
together real past happenings and literature fictitious ones. Yet, if the historian tries to
put forward the happenings of the past by stripping it from narrative form, history
would only display a list of events or chronicles which may not be conceived as a
whole entity. When narration is employed, this time the question of how the historian
handles the events arises. He or she has to lay out a story eventually. As White avers,
“The death of the king may be a beginning, an ending, or simply a transitional event
in three different stories. In the chronicle, this event is simply ‘there’ as an element of
a series; it does not ‘function’ as a story element” (White, Metahistory 7). The historian
puts it “into a hierarchy of significance by assigning events different functions as story
elements in such a way as to disclose the formal coherence of a whole set of events
considered as a comprehensible process with a discernible beginning, middle, and end”
(White, Metahistory 7). Aside from the necessity of emplotment that White
emphasizes in the process of producing a historical material, he also questions the past
happenings as facts. He claims that there is no “such thing as raw facts, but only events
under description” (Figural Realism 18). That is, events are transformed into facts
through descriptive protocols: “Figurative descriptions of real events are not less
factual than literalist descriptions; they are factual-or,... factological--only in a

different way” (White, Figural Realism 18). Even the primary sources for the
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happenings of the past are formulated as a form of text to encode the message in a
proper context. LaCapra defines the textual characteristic of the context as “all
contexts are encountered through the “medium” of specific texts or practices, and they
must be reconstituted on the basis of textual evidence. For the past arrives in the form
of texts and textualized remainders...memories, reports, published writings, archives,
monuments, and so forth” (History and Criticism 128). The historian has to

reconstitute a context as they gather the information from an original text.

Postmodern and poststructuralist philosophers such as Hayden White, Roland
Barthes, Jacques Derrida, and Michel Foucault focus on the linguistic aspects of
history and put it in a position very close to literature, both of which require the same
or similar processes in the production, in that history is a product of historian, so it
cannot claim to objectivity in reporting real facts of the past. According to the recent
developments in the understanding of history writing after the second half of the

twentieth century, history novel writing has taken a new shape.

This new shape can be named as historiographic metafiction which explores
fiction writing and historiography, and their relation to each other, to problematize the
constructed nature of the past in the form of history. Historical metafiction overlaps
with the discussions about the linguistic aspects of history writing. Thus, it inquires
“What is the ontological nature of historical documents? Are they the stand-in for the
past? What is meant—in ideological terms—by our ‘natural’ understanding of
historical explanation?” (Hutcheon, Poetics 93). Hutcheon notes that historiographic
metafiction asserts “skepticism or suspicion about the writing of history” (Poetics
106), and she maintains that historiographic metafiction “self-consciously reminds us
that, while events did occur in the real empirical past, we name and constitute those
events as historical facts by selection and narrative positioning. And, even more
basically, we only know of those past events through their discursive inscription,
through their traces in the present” (Hutcheon, Poetics 97). Again, the literary aspects
of history writing, namely narration and linguistic aspects, are emphasized. That is, the
real referents are not there to represent themselves, so with a human composition by
choice the past is reflected. For Hutcheon both history and literature “derive their force
more from verisimilitude than from any objective truth; they are both identified as

linguistic constructs, highly conventionalized in their narrative forms, and not at all
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transparent either in terms of language or structure; and they appear to be equally
intertextual, deploying the texts of the past within their complex textuality” (Poetics
104).

In historiographic  metafiction, the qualities of self-referentiality,
intertextuality, and objectivity, along with history and fiction, are exploited critically.
It is contradictory in itself but the postmodern novel problematizes the way it is
composed. The discussion in the novel about its own fictionality is defined by the term
“metafiction”. Patricia Waugh describes metafiction as “as fictional writing which
self-consciously and systematically draws attention to its status as an artefact in order
to pose questions about the relationship between fiction and reality” (2). Similarly, in
her article “Modes and Forms of Narrative Narcissism: Introduction of a Typology,”
Linda Hutcheon defines metafictional novels as “linguistically self-reflexive,
demonstrating their awareness of both the limits and the powers of their own language”
(23). Metafictional novels denote the writing process and question such notions as
reality, history and truth as they are thought to be human constructions by focusing on
the linguistic processes of writing. Thus, historiographic metafictions as self-reflexive
novels emphasize the non-representability of an external reality. Additionally, they
employ multiple points of view or an explicitly dominant narrator so that they can
question the subjectivity of history writing. Neither of the modes provides “a subject
confident of his/her ability to know the past with any certainty” (Poetics 117) because
the former includes “a pluralizing multivalency of points of view” while the latter
contains “over-assertive and problematizing subjectivity” (Poetics 161). Textuality of
history is also highlighted in historiographic metafiction through the employment of
intertextuality. Hutcheon suggests that postmodern intertextuality is “a formal
manifestation of both a desire to close the gap between past and present of the reader
and a desire to rewrite the past in a new context” (Poetics 118). Besides, the use of
intertextuality is a means to break the illusion that the fiction tries to create.
Paradoxically, historiographic metafiction spoils the atmosphere it aims to generate in
the first place as a form of fiction. Hutcheon further argues that historiographic
metafiction “confronts the past of literature—and of historiography, for it too derives
from other texts (documents). It uses and abuses those intertextual echoes, inscribing
their powerful allusions and then subverting that power through irony” (Poetics 118).

Hutcheon here complies with the postmodernist view that text is inevitable and even
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that primary source that is referenced is construed by another human being.
Underestimating “conventional forms of fiction and history writing,” by employing
intertextuality, historiographic metafiction displays that “history is not the transparent

record of any sure ‘truth’ and that it is inevitably textual” (Hutcheon, Poetics 129).

Reference is another element questioned in historiographic metafiction. As
Hutcheon suggests, historiographic metafiction “both underlines its existence as
discourse and yet still posits a relation of reference (however problematic) to the
historical world, both through its assertion of the social and institutional nature of all
enunciative positions and through its grounding in the representational” (Poetics 141).
Naturally, historiographic metafiction does not deny that real past happenings are
there, yet it problematizes their representation as true facts within creating an
imitations of the original reference. Hutcheon also questions the fact and real events.
“History offers facts—interpreted, signifying, discursive, textualized—made from
brute events. Is the referent of historiography, then, the fact or the event, the textualized
trace or the experience itself?” (Hutcheon, Poetics 15). Events are those “which have
no meaning in themselves,” and facts are those “which are given meaning” (Hutcheon,
Poetics 122). Thus, the fact is not any different than the initial document which are
both compositions of their kinds. Hutcheon suggests, historiographic metafiction
“does not pretend to reproduce events, but to direct us, instead, to facts, or to new
directions in which to think about events” (Poetics 154). Beyond doubt, the real events
of the past are not denied here. But unlike traditional historians or historical novelists,
who believed they would represent the past as it actually happened, the postmodern
writers of historiographic metafiction are aware of the fact that the past can only be

reproduced as an assumption, yet with a subjective point of view.

As White puts forth, “As a symbolic structure, the historical narrative does not
reproduce the events it describes; it tells us in what direction to think about the events
and charges our thought about the events” (“Historical Text as Literary Artifact” 52).
Mostly grounding on White’s assertion that “‘every representation of the past has
specifiable ideological implications’ (qtd. in Hutcheon, Poetics 120), postmodern
history novel writing questions the ideology behind historical representation that past
events can be objectively reflected. Accordingly, postmodern historical fiction is

“always careful to ‘situate’ itself in its discursive context and then uses that situating
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to problematize the very notion of knowledge—historical, social, ideological”
(Hutcheon, Poetics 185). Hutcheon states that discourse is inclined to “certain social,
historical, and institutional (and thus political and economic) frameworks” (Hutcheon,
Poetics 184). The reality of the power cannot be underestimated in this context because
discourse is commonly in the use of those who hold the power in their hands. Thus,
their political or ideological point of views would be reflected beneath the lines.
Hutcheon also connects linguistic aspects with ideology in a resemblance between
history and literature when she states, “Both history and fiction are cultural sign
systems, ideological constructions whose ideology includes their appearance of being
autonomous and self-contained” (Poetics 112).

Unreliable narrator is another point to discuss in postmodern historical writing.
Similar to Lyotard’s definition of postmodern as “incredulity toward metanarratives”
(24), for Hutheon, postmodernism “establishes, differentiates, and then disperses
stable narrative voices (and bodies) that use memory to try to make sense of the past.
It both installs and then subverts traditional concepts of subjectivity” (Poetics 118).
The way narrators are portrayed puts them in an unreliable position. The narrator
cannot even present a sense of subjectivity because their mind do not let them to view
the past properly. In her “Remains of the Day”, Katleen Wall elaborates on the notion
of unreliable narrator and suggests that “discourse itself offers clues to narrators’
unreliability, their verbal tics giving us some indication of preoccupations that render
their narration problematic” (19). Discourse can be seen as a way to announce that a
narrator is unreliable. Wall maintains that “the narrator’s unreliability is frequently
manifested in a conflict between the narrator’s presentation of scene and his or her
interpretive summaries or commentaries, and is signaled by the linguistic habits” (20).
The unreliable narrator can also be identified as being inconsistent in his or her reports

as stated again by Wall:

Like unreliable narrators, we frequently lie to ourselves, and-with just a
shadow of awareness- avoid facts that might undermine the coherence or the
purpose of the narrative we construct about our lives. The standard definitions
of unreliable narrator presuppose a reliable counterpart who is ‘the rational,
self-present subject of humanism,” who occupies a world in which language
is transparent medium that is capable of reflecting a ‘real” world (21).
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In this respect, it is already discussed above in the postmodern historiography
that beyond providing a means of transparent medium for the representation of truth,
language is the cause of hindrance before the objective reality. According to Wall, a
defensive tone of the narrator also reveals the unreliability. For example, when the
narrator needs to clarify something, and uses “ ‘let me make perfectly clear’, ‘I should
say’, ‘I should point out’, or ‘let me make it immediately clear’” (24). The motives for
an unreliable narrator can vary as Wall suggests, “a number of concerns affect the
placement of implied author’s indications or signals of unreliability; these might be
influenced by narrator’s psychological motives for unreliability, the degree to which
those are unconscious or conscious, or the author’s purpose in using an unreliable

narrator” (22).

It would be useful at this point to distinguish conventional historical novels and
historiographic metafictional novels. Traditionally, historical novel urges for the
writing of real past events with some empirical research into the past. However,
historiographic metafiction does not have such claims. On the contrary,
historiographic metafiction “plays upon the truth and lies of the historical record. . . .
certain known details are deliberately falsified in order to foreground the possible
mnemonic failures of recorded history and the constant potential for both deliberate
and inadvertent error” (Poetics 114). The manipulation of truth in the past is
deliberated to problematize the claims for the facts and truths of the past. Hutheon
maintains, “As readers, we see both the collecting and the attempts to make narrative
order. Historiographic metafiction acknowledges the paradox of the reality of the past
but its textualized accessibility to us today” (Poetics, 114) So, historiographic
metafictions is not concerned with reporting the past but laying out the fact that reality

is not accessible, subverts the already established ones.

Unlike the protagonists in conventional historical novels who are typical of
their kind, the protagonists in historiographic metafictions “are anything but proper
types: they are the ex-centrics, the marginalized, the peripheral figures of fictional
history. . . . Even the historical personages take on different, particularized, and
untimely ex-centric status” (Hutcheon, Poetics 114). This is to incorporate with “a
postmodern ideology of plurality and recognition of difference; ‘type’ has little

function here, except as something to be ironically undercut” (Hutcheon, Poetics 114).
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Also there are major historical figures as fictional characters in historical novels but in
historiographic metafiction those major characters can be represented as minor
characters and their depictions are always unfaithful to the known facts. It is very
common to see alternative representations of such historical personages in almost all
historiographic metafictions. In such novels, the narrator is also unreliable to distort
the known facts or the way they are reflected.

In postmodern historiographical fiction, authors usually employ an unreliable
narrator to blur the fact and fiction. Instead of facts are given, personal stories are
preferred. Postmodern philosophers argue that like fiction, history is also a
construction. That is, everything about past cannot be known because history writing
is shaped in the hands historians. Even if there are plenty of official documents, the
writer/historian decides how to handle it, use it and reflect it. Chroniclers blur the terms
fact and fiction as the facts are told by people. It is not earthly to believe that historians
reflect the absolute truth. The discourse of the historian would somehow give the hints
of subjectivity. As Acheson suggests, “The only historian who could write history with
absolute authority would be one possessed of the omniscience of God” (Acheson 90).
Obviously, it is not even a matter of discussion. Therefore, to assume that historians

tell the pure fact is not rational.

To conclude, historiographic metafiction presents “a novel about the attempt
to write history that shows historiography to be a most problematic art” (Hutcheon,
Poetics 112). Being self-reflexive, it discusses fiction, reality, past in a historical
context and avoids a final conclusion about historical fact. Positioning itself as anti-
totalizing, historiographic metafiction intends to “re-write or re-present the past in
fiction and in history” in order to “open it up to the present, to prevent it from being
conclusive and teleological” (Hutcheon, Poetics 110), for, postmodern fiction rejects
a single truth but instead emphasizes the plurality of truths. As Hutcheon notes,
“Historiographic metafiction suggests that truth and falsity may indeed not be the right
terms in which to discuss fiction” because “there are only truths in the plural, and never
one Truth; and there is rarely falseness per se, just others’ truths” (Hutcheon, Poetics

109).
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CHAPTER TWO
TOM CRICK’S DEFENSE OF HISTORY

The present chapter of this study argues that Tom Crick defends history in
various forms, for he sees history as a medium for people to comfort themselves with
diverse aspects of life such as make-believe, storytelling, feeding curiosity or finding
meaning in stories. Accordingly, this chapter tries to answer the question “why we
need history?” and thus focuses on the defense of history in the text regarding the
concepts of “make-believe” and “finding meaning in stories”. Further, it continues
with Tom Crick’s defense of history as a historian. One other motivation for the
historical urge in the novel is regarded as “curiosity,” which is also discussed in this
chapter. Finally, the cyclicality of history against progressive history is discussed

through Tom Crick’s views.

History is the main theme and the sole focus of Waterland. The narrator, Tom
Crick has contradictory views on the subject, which can be observed through his
struggle to legitimize historical relevance in both the scientific field and social life;
however, at other times, he condemns history, believing it is not a way of redemption
or way out. In his book Graham Swift, Lea defines Waterland as “continually teetering
on self-contradiction; it functions at the boundaries of meaning and is constantly
threatened with the collapse into non-meaning” (Lea 96). Through Tom Crick, the
novel consistently looks for ultimate reality by telling stories, but these stories in a way
distance the reality even further. For example, when he is standing on the longitude
“0” in the Greenwich Observatory, he is actually standing on the starting point of
human history (Swift 150). This means that the particular spot is taken as a starting
point for the use of geographical science. Yet, it has no real referential value in the
lives of humans. This could be a point that scientists decide. There is no physical
referent proving it, but scientists assume it is there. The revolving of the earth starts

here and ends here without a specific starting and ending time. This is something
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constructed theoretically by humans for scientific research and starting point of the

Greenwich becomes a reality.

Tom Crick’s view of history is always controversial; he sometimes despises
history, but more commonly he is in favor of history. He lists stories by “Made-up
stories, true stories; soothing stories, warning stories; stories with moral or no point at
all; believable stories and unbelievable stories; stories which were neither one thing or
the other” (Swift, 10). Winnberg points out that “Tom comes to realize that there is no
history, but there are histories, each one formed through selection and exclusion and
dependent on its particular point of view. From a view of a linear progression, he turns
to a view of history as a directionless, multidimensional structure” (Winnberg, 113).
For instance, the French Revolution or World War | may have a significant impact on
so many people but to the Cricks, locks, sluices and silt has the utmost importance
because on daily basis, they have to accomplish their responsibilities and make a living
from that job. They are not soldiers fighting against an enemy. In this sense, history
only matters as long as it has an intimate touch with their presence. Though
inconsistent in the discussions of history, Tom Crick never abandons “history” and
advocates it even when he is about to lose his job: “If you are going to sack me, then
sack me, don’t dismiss what I stand for. Don’t banish my history...” (Swift 28). Tom
Crick associates himself with history so deeply that he refers to it as “my” history.
Nevertheless, raising the question “Whose history?”” one more time here, he insists that

history should abide even in his absence.

2.1. Make-believe and The Power of Storytelling

The phrase “make-believe” is one of the recurring motifs in Waterland. It is
defined by Oxford dictionary as “The action of pretending or imagining that things are
better than they really are” (Lexico.com). This motif is employed in the novel as a
means of coping with reality. Tom Crick is only one of the performers of make-believe.
His family and his mother Helen’s family also employ make-believe in their lives. For
example, Helen’s father, Earnest Richard Atkinson, believes and wants everyone else
to believe that his potato-head son, born out of an incestuous relationship with his

daughter, Helen, would be the savior of the world. He struggles so hard to make
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especially his daughter to believe in his ambitions to make his son the savior of the
world. Even in his death-bed, he prepares a gift box for his son, which is filled with a
sort of ale and causes the drinker to go mad. This would cause the catastrophic end of
his son. As the main character and the narrator, Tom Crick is examined in terms of

“make-believe” in the following section.

In one of his lessons, Tom Crick starts talking about the phrase “make-believe”
and explains it thus: “One might argue that you’ve already waived your responsibilities
to the curriculum by turning your lessons into these story-telling sessions” (Swift 156).
The story-telling sessions are indeed his make-believe sessions in which he tries to
find an audience to rehabilitate both himself and the students as they have lost their
interest in history lessons. Tom Crick claims that abandoning the curriculum and
telling stories is “still history” (Swift 156). He sees history and story identical,
however, he, at times, engages in distorting the reality for the sake of his make-believe
reality. Once he is agitated by the harsh reality that he and his wife could no longer
continue their lives hiding from the past, he employs “make-believe” method in his
class to justify himself in front of his audience and then maybe he can find comfort to
maintain his life. In the case of his wife, he never knows why she abducts the baby, or
what is really going on in her confused mind, because he does not have absolute
authority on her mind. In other words, he is not an omniscient narrator. The only thing
he can do is to ruminate about her actions. So, he says that they “don’t know the half,”
so “a good half must be make-believe” (Swift 140). As Tom Crick accepts that he is
not able to command on Mary’s motivations, there is only one thing to be done: to

create a story to justify her actions and soothe their agonies.

History in the form of “make-believe” is a means for people to deal with the
terror of life. In Tom Crick’s case, this is more about replacing his faults within a
greater context. In a greater historical context, his wife’s abducting a baby, in which
Tom Crick himself has an immense role in her doing so, has a very little impact in the
eternal history line. He also underlines that those who seek the comfort of history are
to be sympathized. This can be defined as Tom Crick’s self-delusion. He is obviously
trying to minimize his guilt. “Yet, in sympathizing with those who take comfort in
make-believe, he is seeking to persuade us that he is ultimately a likeable figure—one

who can tolerate the weakness for make-believe of uneducated people like his wife
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and father.” (Acheson 99). Though holding contradictory views on history, and often
believing that history has many different forms, Tom Crick praises and promotes
history for his students who have lost their faith in history or the future but want to live
in the here and now. With his statement, “Children, only animals live entirely in the

Here and Now...” (Swift 68) he wants to show his students that history matters.

Concerning the power of storytelling, it can be said that Tom Crick is a
successful storyteller regardless of whether the stories meet his desire to find a
meaningful pattern in his life. Brewer and Tillyard in their “History and Telling
Stories, Swift, Graham Waterland” suggest that “Waterland’s narrative not only
reflects on the meaning of history but also exemplifies the difficulty of distinguishing
history from fiction. For Waterland contains long passages which, in Swift’s words,
attempts ‘to present imaginatively actual history’. They are indubitably successful”
(Brewer and Tillyard 50). Tom Crick admits that after years of studying and teaching
official history, he ends up with a realization that “history is a yarn” (Swift 68). That
is to say, he wants to convey that the real power concerning history is in the stories.
Regarding the opposition between ‘artificial history’ and ‘natural history,” Tom Crick
states: “What is this thing that takes us back, either via catastrophe and confusion or
in our heart’s desire, to where we were? Let’s call it Natural History” (Swift 141).
What he is trying to deliver is that in the times of troubles, it is not the official history
we refer to, but instead it is natural history, namely, stories. Unlike the official history,
stories can help us deal with traumas of the past. As Geoffrey Lord states, “the cyclical
course of Waterland’s structure, and its past orientation, imply that one is irrevocably
bound to the past” (Lord 150). That’s why we refer to natural history in troubled times.
For example, as Malcolm suggests, “...the narrator (and the novel) is always
ambivalent about stories and their function and value. Stories save Henry Crick from
the scars of war” (Malcolm 96). Henry stays at the hospital for three years but cannot
be cured along with many other casualties from World War | because the damage is
not only in his body but in his mind as well. What cures Henry Crick is Helen’s stories.
Similarly, Tom Crick associates the reasons for his becoming a history teacher to the
power of storytelling in the times of despair. He says, “My becoming a history teacher
can be directly ascribed to the stories which my mother told me as a child, when, like
most children, I was afraid of the dark” (Swift 67). As he sees history and story

identical, when he puts himself and Mary in an uneasy situation, he embraces history
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as a profession. He escapes to story books by which he means “history”. In one of his
private conversations by Price, Tom Crick states: “But all stories were once real. And
all the events of history, the battles and costume-pieces, once really happened. All
stories were once a feeling in the guts. I’ve got a feeling in the guts right now” (Swift
296). Once again he reassures that his pain is real and he needs to turn his pain into
story so that he can soothe his agony or find a means to maintain his life.

When Tom Crick learns that he has to leave his job, he frees himself from the
responsibilities of the curriculum which restrict his power as a narrator. Then, he starts
his storytelling sessions along with the power of narration as mentioned in Meneses’
“Historical Restoration, Narrative Agency, and Silence in Graham Swift's Waterland”:
“The freedom that Crick acquires through his dismissal is, above all, his legitimization
as narrator. ‘Old Cricky’ is now the voice of authority in an alternative history that
students and readers alike are bound to accept as what really happened” (Meneses
139). This is actually a bit complicated because Tom Crick’s reports are highly
contradictory and hard to believe; he is at times not sure about certain details such as
who the father of Mary’s unborn baby is. Still, he holds the power in his hands as he
Is the only narrator. The students are more interested in his personal stories than the

official history.

Tom Crick employs stories as a means of distorting reality as suggested by
Bracke in his “*Man is the Story-Telling Animal’: Graham Swift’s Waterland,

Ecocriticism and Narratology”:

Crick tells, his London students help him make sense of his own past— and
troubled present. Moreover, stories told and heard in Waterland may also be
interpreted as means of escaping reality...To put it differently, Waterland is
not so much suspicious of storytelling as that it acknowledges the
inescapability of narrativisation in representing and making sense of the
world. Rather than fighting this, the novel embraces storytelling by combining
a wide variety of stories and genres. (Bracke 223).

As mentioned above, Tom Crick uses all means of stories believing in the
power of them. Consistently discussing the different forms and suggesting that they all
signify similar meanings, he undermines history as a scientific field, but once again he
does not despise it or discourage his students away from it. Janik also proposes similar

claims: “Waterland is a manifestation of man’s need to tell stories to keep reality under

28



control, and Crick can be seen as... a man telling his story in an attempt to cope with
its implications” (Janik 83). Further, to promote the significance of stories, Tom Crick
declares that “when the world is about to end there’ll be no more reality, only stories.
All that will be left to us will be stories” (Swift 296). By stories here, he probably
refers to “memories,” or just storytelling as means of assigning meaning to the past

events or sometimes eluding the reality.

To sum up, through ‘make-believe’ and storytelling Tom Crick ascribes
meaning to life, copes with the harsh realities of life, and sometimes uses the power of
storytelling to distort the reality as he wishes. Swift’s employment of such confusing
definitions and alterations on history, story, reality and other forms works as a means
of historiographic metafiction in which reality is blurred and legitimization of the past
is the main focus. Thus, history as grand narrative is under question. Swift challenges
the relevance of official history or artificial history as Tom Crick calls it.

2.2. Tom Crick’s Defense of History as a Historian

The narrator, Tom Crick’s addressee in the novel is always his students.
Readers are informed by the events and ideas through his speeches to his students. He
has many resourceful discourses in which he mainly discusses the relevance of history
in people’s lives with a lot of different perspectives. But when it comes to his defense

of history, it will be meaningful to start with his epic lines below:

AND WHEN you asked, as all history classes ask, as all history classes should ask,
What’s the point of history? Why history? Why the past? I used to say (until Price
reiterated the question with a new slant to it- and that distinctly trembling lip): But
your ‘Why?’ gives the answer. Your demand for explanation provides an
explanation. Isn’t this seeking of reasons itself inevitably an historical process, since
it must always work backwards from what came after to what came before? And so
long as we have this itch for explanations, must we not always carry round with us
this cumbersome but precious bag of clues called History? Another definition: Man,
the animal which demands an explanation, the animal which asks Why. And what
does this question Why imply? It implies- as it surely implies when you throw it at
me rebelliously in the midst of our history lesson- dissatisfaction, disquiet, a sense
that is not well (Swift, 111).

When discussing Tom’s Crick’s defense of history, it is not easy to make clear

distinctions in the definition of history. So, it might be helpful to keep in mind that the
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concepts of natural history, official history, factual history, fictional history or personal
stories are all blurred. All throughout the novel, Tom Crick tries to justify the trauma
he caused on the first hand. He has the gifted skills to use necessary instruments to
subvert the already established understanding of reporting historical facts. Tom Crick’s
primary defense of history lies in his belief in history as a sort of consolidation with
the past. The following lines that he addresses to his students reveal one of the attitudes
he develops towards history: “Realism; fatalism; phlegm. To live in the Fens is to
receive strong doses of reality. The great flat monotony of reality. Melancholy and
self-murder are not unknown in the Fens. Heavy drinking, madness and sudden act of
violence are not uncommon. How do you surmount reality, children?” (Swift 24). The
answer for Tom Crick is in the dusty pages of history. For him, they may also involve
myths and other forms of narratives, so he does not hesitate to employ myths in his
lessons. Philip Tew offers an explanation for how Tom Crick uses myths and stories
by the following lines: “If, turned toward the past, myth disarranges the course of
history to the point of making it unrecognizable, when turned toward the future, it is
the ideal instrument for preselecting historical events and therefore ridding them of all
unpredictability” (Tew 144). Thus, as a master of ‘history’, he promotes the existence
of history in any form possible; factual history, fictional history, story-telling, myths,

stories and tales of any kind.

Tom Crick as a history teacher also has a wish to get his students ready for the
future, because he believes, “Reality is so strange, so strange and unexpected” (Swift
32). If he succeeds in getting his students into the depths of history, he might be able
to help them prepare for the ‘unexpected’. As David Malcolm reports in his
Understanding Graham Swift, Tom Crick has a faith in progress and refinement and
rejects falling into despair. Maybe he has not changed much about his own disastrous
past but he tries to change something in his students’ lives in a better way. This is a
never ending process, but this is what progress requires. And this is not any different
from the water reclamation business that his family carried out for years. A history
teacher’s role is to continue telling stories not to let students forget (Malcolm 107). In
his speech, Tom Crick insists that even when someone knows that they cannot change

much, they still should keep doing whatever they are doing. This is a form of progress:
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There’s this thing called progress. But it doesn’t progress. It doesn’t go
anywhere. Because as progress progresses the world can slip away. It’s
progress if you can stop the world slipping away. My humble model for
progress is the reclamation of land. Which is repeatedly, never-ending
retrieving what it lost. A dogged and vigilant business. A dull yet valuable
business. A hard, inglorious business (Swift 334).

In his defense, Tom Crick is pretty sure that there are no easy answers in the
past. As he inquires, “What is a history teacher?” he answers, “He's someone who
teaches mistakes” (Swift 235). Nevertheless, he should keep teaching the mistakes to
reach a point one day. History “teaches us no short-cuts to Salvation, no recipe for a
New World, only the dogged and patient art of making do” (Swift 108). In any case,
Malcolm points out that “history is inescapable and deeply operative in the present”
(88). He refers to the lines in Waterland: “Ah, do not ghost prove—even rumors,
whispers, stories of ghosts—that the past clings, that we are always going back™ (Swift
108). The present situation which Tom Crick is in, the one which essentially causes
him to lose his beloved job, is connected to his past 30 years ago. It is then connected
to his grandfather who believed that Dick was sent by God as a savior. So is the baby
that Mary abducted ‘sent by God’? Tom Crick’s efforts to progress seem to break the
shell of the Crick cycle in the Fenlands for a while but eventually, he is trapped in the

past, the cursed history of the Cricks and the Atkinsons.

When Tom Crick is cornered by his students, especially by Price, the founder
of the Holocaust club, that they do not want to look into the past or worry about the
future, but instead, they want to live in the here and now, he articulates the words
below to convince them about the inescapability of history. “Yet the Here and Now,
which brings both joy and terror comes but rarely - does not come even when we call
it. That’s the way it is: life includes a lot of empty space. We are one-tenth living tissue,
nine-tenth water; life is one-tenth Here and Now, nine-tenth a history lesson. For most
of the time the Here and Now is neither now nor here” (Swift 67). If taken in a broader
sense, Tom Crick informs his students that what they are now is a result of their past.
What they enjoy now is instilled in them through their past. What they believe ‘now’

does not make sense without the counterpart “past’.

For Tom Crick, praising history not only matters because it is a solution for

progress but also a way of curing the past distress and sometimes finding meaning in
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the dullness of life. People can find their own ways to deal with this kind of issues, but
his inclination is towards the use of history in the form of stories. He asks his students,
“What do you do when reality is an empty space?” and he replies himself: “You can
make things happen- and conjure up, with all the risks, a little token urgency; you can
drink and be merry and forget what your sober mind tells you. Or, like the Cricks who
out of their watery toils could always dredge up a tale or two, you can tell stories”
(Swift 67). Also, when he tries to explain the reasons lying behind his choice of
profession as a history teacher, he states that his mother’s telling him stories when he
was scared in the dark as a child has an immense role (Swift 67). As Landow suggests,
“Story-telling, and history, and books like Waterland are these people’s prime
defenses against fear” (Landow 201). We can also refer to Tom Crick’s lines in the

novel to upkeep Landow’s ideas:

It’s all a struggle to make things not seem meaningless. It’s all a fight against
fear. What do you think all my stories are for... I don’t care what you call it —
explaining, evading the facts, making up meanings, taking a larger view,
putting things in perspective, dodging the here and now, education, history,
fairy-tales—it helps to eliminate fear” (Swift 241).

What Tom Crick feels about history does not always have positive echoes.
Fairy tales, being the form of fictional history are not trustworthy and especially the
students may not have the ability to differentiate the two. Thus, he endeavors to keep
fictional history at a limited level and holds on to a factual one. History, he says, can
“uncover the mysteries of cause and effect,” but the problem is knowing where to stop
in the cause-and-effect chain. That is to say, he does not necessarily reject the factual
history in the name of story-telling alone. He still hopes that there are truths to teach
children for the good and progress of their community. Many times, Tom Crick

justifies his choice of a job, as a history teacher as given in the lines below:

Until the Here and Now, gripping me by the arm, slapping my face and telling
me to take a good look at the mess | was in, informed me that history was no
invention but indeed existed—and | had become part of it. So | shouldered my
Subject (Swift 67).

Tom Crick’s interest is also in local history as well as universal history. He is
into investigating the reasons of the past and so he decides to become a history teacher.

Besides, he is a member of the Crick family, whose ultimate purpose is to tell stories
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of any kind. He has an inherited skill of telling stories which he finds no different than
history.

Yet, his methodology is contradictory according to Lea. In discovering the past
happenings, he uses a style which is questionable to the audience. He sometimes
advocates cyclicality of history rather than the linear flow, and he makes use of
narration as a means of self-redemption (Lea 82). Even in his most outstanding stories
that he tells to his students, he gives the hints himself that stories may not sound
believable by articulating the words “believe-it-or-not-but-it-happened” (Swift 48). He
pre-conditions his students for the confusion he is about to cause, and sometimes, he
is not certain about the truths himself. When Mary reveals that she is pregnant, Tom
Crick inquires who the father of the baby is. Mary says: “Of course it is not Freddie
Parr, not Dick. It’s you” (Swift 63). But his lines about the incident thirty years later
are “Which still keeps me guessing” (Swift 63).

Tom Crick requires his pupils to be educated by referring to his personal
experiences which do not have much to offer to the children as they are full of
contradictory consequences. Why does he insist promoting inquisitiveness when it is
a major devastation in his and people’s lives around him? According to Lea, we need
to seek the answer in the autobiographical form which requires disengagement and
command of the text which cannot be observed in Tom Crick’s stories. By employing
some certain instruments of the style, he tries to persuade the audience along with
himself that his journey to the past is enlightening, illuminating and offering a solution
(Lea 94).

2.3. Curiosity and Finding Meaning in Stories

Waterland is mainly a monological discussion about history carried out by Tom
Crick, in which he utters contradictory statements on whether history is necessary or
not, or on some historical definitions. In this chapter, as the focus is on the defense of
history, curiosity should be handled acutely because it is seen by Tom Crick as one of
the main drives which prompts humans into the question ‘why’ and which leads to a

call for history. In this part of the study, chiefly Tom’s plea for his students to be
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curious is discussed. Being curious will require history but not necessarily the
“artificial history” as Tom Crick names it (Swift 207). Curiosity can also be fed by
stories which construct “natural history” and become another way of finding meaning
in life (Swift 206). The lines below substantially give us the core of Tom Crick’s ideas

on curiosity:

Children, be curious. Nothing is worse (I know it) than when curiosity stops.
Nothing is more repressive than the repression of curiosity. Curiosity begets
love. It weds us to the world. It’s part of our perverse, madcap love for this
impossible planet we inhabit. People die when curiosity goes. People have to
find out, people have to know (Swift 207).

Curiosity and finding meaning in the stories are the two prevailing motives
engaged in Waterland. Whenever Tom Crick is confronted by the students, especially
by Price, who wants to live in the ‘here and now’, about why it is necessary to study
history or listen to the stories about Fenland, he defends curiosity, claiming that when
they stop being curious about the past, they would have no future as everything will
cease with it. He refers to his wife’s condition when he says ‘(I know)’ in the lines
above because once she stopped being curious, she stopped living in that body. Tom

Crick pictures Mary’s curiosity as:

Mary itched. And this itch of Mary’s was the itch of curiosity. In her fifteen-
year-old body curiosity tickled and chafed, making her fidgety and roving-
eyed. Curiosity drove her, beyond all restraint, to want to touch, witness,
experience whatever was unknown and hidden from her. Do not smirk,
children. Curiosity, which, with other things, distinguishes us from the
animals, is an ingredient of love. Is a vital force (Swift 57).

Tom Crick, for the sake of telling his story, but with the comfort of having been
informed that he is to be sacked, awakens the students’ interest in the past implicitly.
This is of course as a result of his story-telling talent. According to Malcolm, to be
able to find meaning in the stories, one needs to be a storyteller and Cricks have this
ability to tell stories. In Tom Crick’s story, Atkinsons (Tom’s mother’s family) are the
history makers and Cricks are the ones who tell about it. Cricks have the tendency of
turning the historical phenomenon into fairy tales and when Henry Crick (Tom’s
father) loses his wit to turn history into a story, this was the very sign of an abhorrence
in Tom’s eyes. Yet, luckily, Tom Crick does not lose his control over history as he is
a great story-teller by means not only of his natural endowment but with the pursuing

an academic profession in the field. He now knows what he is talking about. He is the
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narrator of the novel and as he knows what he is doing both with his inherited gift and
academic support, he is self-referential regarding the points he wants to make
(Malcolm 92). Lea also confirms that he always exalts the qualities of curiosity to his
young pupils and encourages them to ask the question ‘why’. He maintains that human
progress is contingent on curiosity rejecting the life as the way it is (Lea 94). When
Tom Crick accounts for the reasons for his choice of his profession as a historian in

the first place, he elucidates:

So | shouldered my Subject. So | began to look into history — not only the
well-thumbed history of the wide world but also, indeed with particular zeal,
the history of my Fenland forebears. So | began to demand of history an
Explanation.... And can I deny that what I wanted all along was not some
golden nugget that history would at last yield up, but History itself: the Grand
Narrative, the filler of vacuums, the dispeller of fears in the dark? (Swift 68).

He is not after historical facts only. He is also after the way history is conveyed
to people through stories. The key word here is ‘explanation’. When he is in a difficult
situation, he always looks up to the past for an explanation. Curiosity into the past is
seen by Tom Crick as a way of moving forward, for it is the major thing what makes
humans different from other animal (Swift 57). To the questions “What’s the point of
history? Why history? Why the past?” (Swift 111), Tom Crick points to the question
itself ‘why’ and tells that looking for clarification is a historical course and human
beings who always seek solutions will have to refer to the past. He proceeds “your
‘Here and Now’ will be a history in the prospective years as was mine once” (Swift
111). He acquires that he also lived in the ‘Here and Now’” when he was younger
without any deep contemplation on his actions and reactions but now, he regularly

visits the past for an explanation and make-believe.

Tom Crick admits how he can be manipulative if he likes: “Only Price looks
wary, only Price looks begrudging. Because I’ve won them over, by unfair methods?
Because, I’ve licensed subversion?” (Swift 195). When promoting curiosity, Tom,
appreciates ‘natural history’ over ‘artificial history’ as he is not satisfied with the pure
facts but also interested in the personal touches. McKinney underlines Tom Crick’s
classification of history and suggests that he is campaigner of our urge for stories, and
he feels that everyone should be aware of the impressions of ‘fictiveness of our

fictions.” Regrettably, most historians avoid the truth about the restrictions of the
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subject field. Tom Crick ridicules the belief that history shall end up with objective
truth. Nonetheless, he insists that our ingenuity should have the free will to make any
conclusions we wish. This one can be defined as ‘natural history’, while the other one
which seeks an absolute truth should be defined as ‘artificial history’ (McKinney 826).
The twist he employs here to define ‘artificial history’ is very assertive. He is so
determined that it is not credible to look for ultimate reality in history but the realities
of various kinds. Realities of local figures are more credible and that’s why he doesn’t
tell his pupils about the history what’s already written in the books,