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Abstract
Inspired by ethical literary criticism, this article1 attempts to bring to critical attention the 
ethical dimensions of Mitchell’s war writing in Black Swan Green. By analyzing the way in which 
Jason’s brain text in relation to war formulates and develops, this article tries to throw light 
on Mitchell’s strategy of approaching and reconsidering the causes and consequences of war 
from the perspective of a teenager. It is argued that Mitchell has exploited diverse expressive 
resources—the art of the fragmentary, for example—to break new ground for rethinking the 
wars that fade into history. Instead of portraying violent scenes where bloody battles occur, 
Mitchell directs readerly attention to the emotional and ethical responses provoked in an 
individual that remains far away from the battlefield. In this sense, the pyrotechnic storytelling 
in Black Swan Green bears witness to Mitchell’s ongoing efforts to introduce fresh perspectives 
with which to rethink war and peace and gives full expression to the ethical cosmopolitanism 
that he expects contemporary readership to embrace in the era of globalization.
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INTRODUCTION

David Mitchell’s Black Swan Green (2006) recounts the story of how Jason Taylor, 
a thirteen-year-old English boy who lives in the titular village in Worcestershire, 
steps into maturity during the year 1982, when school bullying, family disintegration 
as well as the Falklands War combine to accelerate his personal development. 
Starting from January 1982, the novel spans thirteen months and ends in January 
1983, with the height of the Falklands War in the middle, which takes place in May 
1982. Interestingly, its narrative structure sustains a correspondent relationship 
to the passage of time; that is, the thirteen chapters document Jason’s formative 
experience in thirteen months respectively, each confronting him with a barrier yet 
to be broken down or charting his epiphanic moments. 

Any attempt on the reader’s part to see everything as governed by simple laws of 
cause and effect will be frustrated by the novel’s fragmentary form. Offering slices 
of Jason’s lived experience in his thirteenth year, the chapters seem rather loosely 
connected at first glance, except that they are arranged in chronological order. As 
Vanessa Guignery and Wojciech Drąg put it, “the last few decades have seen a renewed 
popularity of fragmentation in works of fiction that deny completeness, linearity 
and coherence in favor of incompletion, disruption and gaps” (xi), and Mitchell is 
without doubt one of the greatest practitioners of this compositional device. Like 
many other works by Mitchell—Ghostwritten (1999), Number9dream (2001), and 
Cloud Atlas (2004), to name a few—Black Swan Green characteristically draws 
on the form of fragmentary writing. Although fragmentation remains a complex 
and highly contentious issue (Mosely 3; Guignery and Drąg xii), insightful readings 
have been achieved concerning this formal device. Courtney Hopf, for example, 
associates Jason’s stammer with the way in which the narrative is constructed (91), 
while Michael Patrick Allen argues that the novel is “structured by divorce” given 
its refusal to provide a sense of closure guaranteed by the traditional marriage plot 
(2119). Departing from the aforementioned thematic engagements, Gerd Bayer 
focuses on the representational effect yielded by fragmentation, claiming that “to 
write a fragment is to produce a higher form of reliability and veracity precisely 
because such a text reveals its partiality as it confronts actual totality” (58).

Despite their rich and inspiring observations, previous studies place more 
emphasis on the way the novel is disconnected rather than how it is connected, 
regrettably falling short in capturing Mitchell’s attempt to rewrite history. The 
chronological order in which the chapters are arranged calls to mind how a 
chronicle is written. Nevertheless, Mitchell has achieved much more than simply 
copying what a historiographer does. By embedding the Falklands War in the 
personal development of a teenage protagonist, Mitchell puts forward a hybrid 
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form of historical writing and bildungsroman, which introduces a new approach to 
representing and rethinking the past.

Inspired by ethical literary criticism, which regards literature as “fundamentally 
an expression of ethic” (Nie, “Towards an Ethical Literary Criticism” 85), this 
article aims to shed light on the ethical dimensions of Mitchell’s writing of history, 
that of war in particular. Invoking the narrative device of character focalization, 

“a novel-length structure that focuses on the perceptions of a fictional world 
individual” (Philpot 12), Mitchell directly presents the thinking and feelings that 
go through Jason’s mind, establishing an intimate bond between the reader and the 
character and in the meanwhile getting the reader more involved in a distant and 
unfamiliar past. With his innovative use of character focalization that “spans the 
length of a novel from the first to last chapters and in individual chapters proceeds 
with minimal interruption” (12), Mitchell makes Black Swan Green a portrait of 
the development of Jason’s mind, which brings to the fore a teenager’s ongoing 
conceptualization of war; brain text, a key component of ethical literary criticism, 
is an apt tool with which to trace the emergence of Jason’s ethical consciousness. 

By analyzing how Jason’s brain text in relation to war formulates and develops, 
this article undertakes to unpack the ethical implications of Mitchell’s gesture of 
approaching the causes and consequences of war from the perspective of a teenager. 
It is contended that Mitchell has exploited diverse expressive resources to break 
new ground for rethinking the wars that fade into history. Instead of portraying 
violent scenes where bloody battles occur, Mitchell directs readerly attention to the 
emotional and ethical responses provoked in an individual that remains far away 
from the battlefield, a position that most people occupy when violence takes place 
in some corner of the world. In this sense, the pyrotechnic storytelling in Black 
Swan Green not only bears witness to Mitchell’s ongoing efforts to introduce fresh 
perspectives with which to rethink war and peace, but also gives full expression to 
the ethical cosmopolitanism that he expects contemporary readership to embrace 
in the era of globalization.

CHARACTER FOCALIZATION: A PORTRAIT OF THE FOCALIZER AND THE FOCALIZED

The whole story is told by a homodiegetic and intradiegetic narrator, namely Jason 
Taylor, through his internal focalization. That Mitchell filters the story through the 
perspective of a teenage protagonist should not go unnoticed, for it is an effective 
way to usher the contemporary reader back to a remote past and place. An unfamiliar 
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environment anchored in the past might lead to the expulsion of the reader from a 
historical novel, and this potential gap is considered in Mitchell’s novelistic agenda. 
To draw the reader closer to that period of time, Mitchell views the protagonist as 
a suitable mediator to achieve this end. Among many other possibilities, character 
focalization proves to be one of the most effective narrative means to close the 
distance between the protagonist and the reader for the privileged status it allows 
the reader to acquire.

Mitchell’s use of character focalization serves as a window from which the reader 
gains easy access to Jason’s inner world. Whereas Jason does not talk much or 
take the initiative to strike a conversation with people around owing to his speech 
impediment, his inner voices are quite active and articulate. In this sense, the novel 
somehow manifests signs of Mitchell’s polyphonic narrative strategy, which can 
be most notably found in Ghostwritten and Cloud Atlas. Instead of giving voices 
to numerous individuals, Black Swan Green employs one teenage narrator whose 
multiple voices are more often than not talking to and competing against each 
other. In other words, although the story is exclusively narrated by Jason, the reader 
will soon identify many different voices in his internal monologue. These distinct 
voices embody Jason’s multiple selves, featuring different personalities or identities, 
which are referred to as “Hangman,” “Maggot,” “Unborn Twin,” and “Eliot Bolivar” 
respectively. “Hangman,” Jason’s stammering self, is personified as hands choking 
his throat when he is about to utter words starting with a particular letter: “Words 
beginning with ‘N’ have always been one of Hangman’s favourites” (Mitchell 31). Just 
as writing poetry is “a shameful secret” (194), Jason’s stammering is also a potential 
weakness to be exploited by the schoolyard bullies, which explains why his nerves 
are so on edge when he is about to read aloud in front of the class. Another self is 
called “Maggot,” who appears to be world-wise and plays safe, but is, as a matter of 
fact, weak and cowardly. Standing against “Maggot,” “Unborn Twin” is always the 
one that urges Jason to speak out loud and take a bolder step. He even threatens to 
replace the hesitant and cowardly Jason by saying, “I should’ve been born… not you, 
you cow” (45). What takes the reader completely by surprise is Jason’s alter ego as a 
poet, whose vivid and fertile imagination finds language as an outlet for expression. 
Under the pseudonym of “Eliot Bolivar,” Jason submits his poems to the Black Swan 
Green parish magazine every month. Though these poems are only mentioned in 
passing, the reader will soon note that they bear the same title as the chapters of 
the novel by Mitchell. That is to say, what Jason has experienced in and told of his 
life as depicted by the novel has been put into poetic language and published in 
a local magazine—this is the reason why he has to adopt an alias. Otherwise, his 
identity as a poet will be widely exposed, as a result of which he will be despised 
by his schoolmates and no longer be accepted because “writing poetry’s… sort of… 
gay” (194). 
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In addition to Jason’s inner voices, character focalization also allows the 
reader to steal glances at the outside world. In Don K. Philpot’s words, Jason is 
the “prominent fictional world perceiver,” i.e., “the prominent fictional world 
information-gatherer and meaning-maker” (13). That is to say, the reader largely 
depends on Jason’s perspective to explore and make sense of the occurrences in the 
fictional world. With portrayals of Jason’s eavesdropping and Tom-peeping scenes, 
which are also part of what Jason shares with the reader only, Mitchell goes a step 
further to establish an intimate bond between the reader and the protagonist.

Mitchell’s technique has given the reader the privilege of being informed of 
some inner thoughts or secret scenes that are not made public in the storyworld, 
and this engaging effect is further augmented by his “deft mix of text and image” 
(Larsonneur 32). One such textual evidence would be various kinds of illustrations, 
which directly present the objects or images that Jason has before his eyes at specific 
moments of narrative progression. In this way, the readers are welcome to situate 
themselves in Jason’s place, rather than being kept at the external standpoint of 
a detached observer. Among these illustrations are a piece of Jason’s diary entry, 
newspaper clippings he collects in a scrapbook during the war, sticky notes written 
by his parents, a heart-shaped pattern that he carves in the bark to secretly express 
his crush on Dawn Madden, and so on. As Claire Larsonneur aptly puts it, these 
objects can be understood as “a tie-in for the reader, who gains access to a form 
of intimacy with the characters and may feel more involved in the narrative” (30). 
More than that, these images make possible the fusion between Jason’s perspective 
and that of the reader, who is then literally brought back to the historical scene 
as experienced by the character focalizer. In other words, the employment of 
character focalization and the embedment of images or objects combine to add an 
embodied dimension to the readerly experience and therefore work well to make 
the reader more engaged in a historical past.

It can be seen that Mitchell’s engineering of character focalization functions to 
regulate the distance between the reader and the character by offering the former a 
privileged status with regard to the latter’s perceptive and psychological experiences 
in his exploration of the storyworld and selfhood. In this way, Mitchell invites the 
reader to an unfamiliar time and a remote place, yet his ultimate concern is not 
limited to lowering the historical threshold in its own right. More importantly, 
this technique can yield further benefits as a potential site for approaching and 
rethinking history—the Falklands War in particular—as focalized by Jason. 

Don K. Philpot calls for a shift of emphasis from the static to the dynamic (286) 
in terms of the focalized, which opens up a fruitful avenue to investigate how the 
multifaceted focalized presents itself bit by bit during the course of the focalizer’s 
intellectual and moral growth. As mentioned above, the multiplicity of voices 
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adds a touch of verisimilitude in representing Jason’s identity formation, especially 
given the fact that they do not take turns to dominate Jason’s internal “monologue” 
but instead strike up a “dialogue” and even “trialogue.” It is through such vivid 
depiction of Jason’s ongoing exchanges with the many mental images he projects 
of himself that Mitchell unfolds before the eyes of the reader how the multiple 
aspects of Jason’s character are under contestation, negotiation, and reconciliation. 
That Black Swan Green invariably sticks to Jason as the character focalizer until the 
end is an attempt on Mitchell’s part to exhibit the perceptual and psychological 
transformations as experienced by the protagonist and, in turn, renders salient the 
multiple and rich dimensions of a certain focalized object. 

This bi-directional exchange between the focalizer and the focalized lies at the 
core of how Mitchell mounts an ongoing critique of war in his composition of a 
historical coming-of-age fictional work. That is, Mitchell’s deployment of character 
focalization not only represents Jason’s exploration of selfhood and interaction with 
the outside world but also constitutes an attempt to dissect the multifaceted and 
complex issue of the global politics of war. Instead of adopting an adult perspective, 
Mitchell, through the lens of a teenager who is more prone to cognitive and 
affective instabilities, brings the contemporary reader back to Cold War England. 
The teenage mediacy undertakes to realize its potential to anchor the reader in 
the everyday experience against the historical background to the Falklands War 
and, more importantly, to produce fresh perspectives from which to perceive and 
understand it, which is a gesture on Mitchell’s part to use the novelistic power to 
explore one of the past wars.

The rest of the article will trace Jason’s trajectory of personal growth as 
embodied by his attitudes towards the war during the Falklands conflict and also 
in daily life, which draws attention to the various aspects in relation to war as a 
focalized object. The reason Mitchell goes to great lengths to situate the reader in 
a historical moment and throw into relief the dynamics of character focalization 
is implicitly suggested by his use of a fragmented narrative, which will be the main 
preoccupation of the final section.
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FROM “I” TO “WE” AND BACK TO “I” AGAIN: THE TUG-OF-WAR BETWEEN ANIMAL 
FACTOR AND HUMAN FACTOR

As the reader navigates the text, he or she will find that each chapter is brimming with 
fragments of trivialities, a form that one might see fit to represent the ordinariness 
and tediousness that a village boy might experience in his daily life. From January 
to April, that is, in the first four chapters, Jason relates how he gets along with 
his schoolmates, his chronic struggle against “Hangman,” the frequent quarrels 
between his parents, and his unexpected intrusion into the local lunatic asylum 
with his friend Dean Moran, among many other trivial matters and anecdotal 
encounters. At this point, the chapters seem to lack an inner logic governing 
their organization except that they are set in four consecutive months. “Although 
temporality (i.e., chronological sequentiality) is a necessary condition of narrating 
and an inherent feature of a narrated story, it is not sufficient” (Hühn 37). For Peter 
Hühn, it calls for “a significant departure from the normal or expected course” (37) 
to make a good story. Such deviations from the regular route constitutes events, 
which by definition “are changes of state that fulfill the additional requirement of 
special significance” (37). Events of different descriptions “can be distinguished 
according to the dimension of the narrative setup in which they occur: first, events 
in the happenings (i.e., decisive changes within the sequence of the narrated story)… 
second, presentation events, (i.e., decisive changes in the narrator’s position, 
attitude, or consciousness in the course of telling a story)” (39).

Viewed in this light, both kinds of events take place during the Falklands crisis. 
First, the intrusion of war constitutes an event in the happenings in comparison to 
the trivial and uneventful occurrences spread throughout the text. While there are 
only sporadic signs of an imminent war in April, what happens in May strikes the 
whole village as a significant event as the war reaches its peak. The war is mediated 
by television, yet the opening paragraphs of the May chapter “Rocks” render it 
as rather eventful, as “Mum, Dad, Julia and me all sat in the living room together 
(for the first time in ages), watching the box in silence” (Mitchell 121). Second, the 
changes in Jason’s position and attitude signifies a presentation event, which is 
foregrounded by the shifts between I-narration and we-narration. It is worth noting 
that for this first and only time the dominant first-person narrative gives way to 
crucial passages of we-narration. This gesture indicates Jason’s impulse to forge 
connections with others and join a certain community. In the cases that follow, the 
first-person plural is used to designate the Britons. With we-narration, Mitchell 
gives expression to the way in which Jason, as one of the people whose patriotic 
sentiment increasingly heightens, undergoes the emotional ups-and-downs upon 
learning news reporting either the favorable or the unfavorable situations that 
confront his country.
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He watches in admiration Margaret Thatcher’s charismatic speech on TV, 
during which “the whole studio cheered and the whole country cheered too” (125-
26). In addition, “all England’s turned into a dynamo. People are queuing up outside 
hospitals to donate blood” (126). There are even complaints that “the children of 
England are being denied the right to contribute to the war effort” (127) for they 
are still too young. At this juncture, Jason starts to reckon himself as part of the 
national community. The shift from I-narration to we-narration throws into relief 
Jason’s role as a direct participant but not a detached observer. Filled with cheer 
and triumph, Jason, upon hearing news about the casualties faced by Argentina, 
does not feel sorry at all. Instead, he takes pride in the solidarity among the whole 
nation and attributes Argentina’s loss to their lack of bonds, “some countries 
like Spain are saying we shouldn’t’ve fired on the Belgrano, but the only reason 
so many Argies drowned was that the other ships in its convoy scarpered off 
instead of saving their own men. Our Royal Navy’d never ever ever leave Britons 
to drown like that” (126). By resorting to “we,” Jason makes a defense for a people 
of which he is a part and tries to exempt his own country from causing loss of life. 
At this moment, Jason manifests what ethical literary criticism conceptualizes as 
“irrational emotion” or “spontaneous emotion,” the opposite of which is “rational 
emotion” or “moral emotion” (Nie, Introduction to Ethical Literary Criticism 249-
50). To be more specific, “the complexity of emotion—that is, the transition from 
moral emotion to spontaneous emotion or vice versa—results from the various 
combinations of human factor and animal factor during ethical selection” (250). 

“Normally, the human factor is superior to the animal factor, and hence the former 
can take control of the latter” (Nie, “Towards an Ethical Literary Criticism” 96). 
Viewed in this light, Jason’s use of the enemy’s lack of unity as a pretext to justify 
the assault by his country is a situation where the animal factor becomes dominant, 
with his swell of pride being proof of spontaneous emotion.

Another case that captures Jason’s blind pride in being British is his deep 
conviction that the government would not lie to its people: “John Nott, our Minister 
of Defence, would never lie to us… ‘We’re British’… ‘Why would the government lie?’ 
Julia replied that it was to assure us that our wonderful war is going swimmingly 
when in fact it’s going down the toilet” (Mitchell 132). It is not until his sister Julia 
airs her view in a straightforward manner that Jason starts to question his firm 
belief.

Jason’s change of attitude is displayed through the way he visualizes the distant. 
As a budding poet, he has the imaginative capacity to draw a map in his mind, 
metamorphosing something right before his eyes into an unfamiliar and distant 
part of the world, even though this “something” is merely a plate of food—“the 
posh gravy boat was passed around the table. Between my creamed potatoes and 
my miniature Yorkshire puds I created a Mediterranean of gravy. Gibraltar was the 
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tip of a carrot” (61). With Julia’s words, however, his thrill about the war together 
with his pride and confidence in being part of a community with solid unity has 
been seriously undermined:

That’s what freaks me. I dip my fountain pen into a pot of ink, and a Wessex helicopter 
crashes into a glacier on South Georgia. I line up my protractor on an angle in my maths 
book and a Sidewinder missile locks on to a Mirage III. I draw a circle with my compass 
and a Welsh Guard stands up in a patch of burning gorse and gets a bullet through his 
eye.

How can the world just go on, as if none of this is happening? (132)

Here, Mitchell provides the reader with a transformed version of Jason’s focalization. 
Initially, he tends to imagine the distant places with an aspiring mind, eager to 
move away from the village where he grows up and explore more of the outside 
world. As the war approaches and breaks out, under the effect of media journalism 
and government propaganda he believes that everything goes well and the victory 
is undoubtedly the U.K.’s. Yet he is now disillusioned by his sister, who poignantly 
points out that the Official Secrets Acts might conceal bad news and unfavorable 
conditions from the people, who, like Jason, still stick to a sort of blind optimism 
in support of the war, without any knowledge about how many lives have been 
claimed. As his mental image shows, Jason is incredibly dreaded by the fact that his 
mundane task of doing homework should coincide with the widespread damage 
and numerous deaths caused by the war. He even feels baffled and puts forward a 
question: how can the rest of the world remain free from disruptions while some 
part of it is experiencing an extreme form of turmoil? The way Jason imagines the 
distant and phrases the question betrays that he is disconcerted by enjoying peace 
at the expense of war, which is a sign of budding ethical consciousness. His feelings 
of guilt stand as proof of the fact that his human factor starts to take control.

The end of the war marks a further stage of Jason’s ethical growth, as can be 
discerned from the sort of moral emotion aroused in him. When the ceasefire 
is declared, the whole nation rejoices over the victory, with Margaret Thatcher’s 
popularity running high, “the Daily Mail’s full of how Great British guts and Great 
British leadership won the war” (145). At this moment, Jason narrates that “I should 
be really happy” (145), yet this is not the case. What merits attention is his return 
to first-person singular instead of plural, a marked gesture to separate himself from 
the cheering crowd. In contrast to his initial wild feeling of pride and excitement as 
part of a community, Jason now detaches himself from his group and the victory is 
no longer among his concerns. 
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What really matters is the consequences of the war. Contrary to the Daily Mail, 
some other newspapers report about the price that has been paid to win the war. In 
Julia’s words, this is “a pyrrhic victory,” “one where you win, but the cost of winning 
is so high that it would’ve been better if you’d never bothered with the war in the 
first place” (144). What’s more, the war does not seem to bring any good to the 
Islander, as “Julia says it would’ve been cheaper to set every Falkland Islander up 
with their own farm in the Cotswolds than to’ve gone to war” (145), not to mention 
the large number of uncleared minefields threatening to cause harm to the locals. 
In short, the damage that the war has inflicted upon the Falklands Islanders is 
innumerable and irrevocable. 

Earlier at some point, Jason thinks that “war’s an auction where whoever can 
pay most in damage and still be standing wins” (131). This conception is further 
advanced when “Tom Yew’s death killed the thrill of the war” (140), a piece of 
unexpected bad news for the whole village. Jason thinks that “when someone really 
dies, there’s just this horrible draggingness. Wars go on for months, or years” (141). 
At this moment, it occurs to Jason that war does not put an end to itself on the day 
when a ceasefire is declared; instead, it goes on forever for those who suffer from 
the deep sorrow of losing one’s beloved to the war. The ones who live might be 
overcome with grief for the rest of their life. In this sense, the war never ends in that 
it traps the living in everlasting torment.

Viewed in this light, the war as an event not only marks a decisive turning 
point in its disruption of Jason’s daily experience, but also witnesses a watershed 
moment for Jason with regard to his entry into ethical puberty. The shifts between 
I-narration and we-narration, together with Jason’s betrayal of moral emotions and 
spontaneous emotions, mark the different phases in his ethical selection. At first, 
Jason is filled with so much patriotic pride that he, identifying himself as part of 
an invincible nation, chooses to turn a blind eye to the war’s deprivation of human 
life. This is a stage where Jason allows the animal factor to gain the upper hand, as 
shown by his display of spontaneous emotion when taking satisfaction in others’ 
misfortunes. Later, when Jason is overwhelmed by feelings of guilt, he starts to 
scrutinize the immense damages and miseries caused by the war. His detachment 
from the cheering crowd shows signs of moral emotion, resulting from the human 
factor’s control of the animal factor. The rise of anti-war sentiments in Jason is, to 
some degree, a witness of his ethical selection.
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“WARS” OUT OF WAR ZONES: JASON’S BRAIN TEXT TO BE CONTINUED

It is shown that Jason becomes aware of the terrible costs of the war in death, 
suffering, and finances, but his brain text has not yet reached a full-blown status. 
According to ethical literary criticism, “brain text is composed of a concatenation 
of brain concepts” (Nie, “The Forming Mechanism” 30). “The process of thinking 
entails a synthesis of brain concepts. Based on certain ethical principles, the 
human brain keeps on combining and modifying the brain concepts… When 
the brain concepts are arranged in a certain combination and no longer undergo 
alterations, the thinking process will be brought to an end… and the crystallization 
of a brain text follows” (33). During the height of the conflict, Jason is in the process 
of developing a brain text of war by considering its damaging effects. While the 
Falklands conflict mainly invades Jason’s everyday life in May and its manifestation 
barely crops up in the subsequent text, his conceptualization of war does not limit 
itself to the battlefield but well extends into other realms of his daily life. To put it 
another way, his reflection on this issue has not come to an end, which demands 
a further combination of more brain concepts. In this sense, Jason’s brain text is 
still open to modification. Patrick O’Donnell associates the opening scene of a 
group of teenagers playing the game of British Bulldogs with “the novel’s ongoing 
analogy between village culture and a globalized ‘Cold War’” (106); the rest of this 
section endorses this reading by supplying an examination of another two scenes, 
illustrating how the novel vividly captures “the simultaneity of local experience and 
global event” (111) and analyzing the modification of Jason’s brain text without the 
parameters of war.

What is inextricably bound with the Falklands War is the deteriorating conflict 
between Jason’s parents. The two events proceed alongside each other, as explicitly 
represented by the narrative form that alternates between the two storylines. But 
the form is not only designed to create an effect of simultaneity; it also reflects 
how Jason forms a close association between these two events. The May chapter 
of “Rocks” unfolds along parallel lines. Filtered through Jason’s perspective, this 
parallel structure also conveys to the reader how Jason makes an analogy between 
the two, as is reflected by his poetry writing. Jason’s composition of the poem 

“Rock,” bearing the same title as the May chapter, demonstrates the extent to which 
he has absorbed the bitter lesson of war through an observation of how his parents 
hurt each other’s feelings in their daily quarrels. Though the reader has no direct 
access to the poem itself, Jason and Madame Crommelynck’s discussion of the 
poem betrays some relevant clues. Jason’s portrayal of “kitchens, gardens, ponds” 
is a metaphor for the Falklands War; the “demons who do war in the garden… 
symbolise General Galtieri and Margaret Thatcher” as well as Jason’s parents 
(Mitchell 84). Before Dad and Mum burst into an open and bitter dispute, Jason 
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identifies a kind of “cold war” fought between them. In response to Dad’s arrogant 
and condescending manner of treating her like a subordinate in his company, 

Mum noisily stacked the plates and took them to the kitchen hatch… 
We heard Mum scrape plates into the kitchen bin.
Knife on china, a whooshy thud… 
Before my sister could say a word a plate smashed on the kitchen floor. Dad jumped out 
of his seat. ‘Helena?’ His breeziness’d gone.
Mum’s answer was to slam the back door. (125)

As shown above, their hostile feelings towards each other are not in the form of 
open warfare but are characterized by threats without words. Worse than that, 
they are even gratified by the misfortunes of one another. Watching Dad and Mum 
each gloating over the other’s loss at every possible opportunity and triumphing at 
having failed the other’s attempt to win cuts Jason deeply—“me, I want to bloody 
kick this moronic bloody world in the bloody teeth over and over till it bloody 
understands that not hurting people is ten bloody thousand times more bloody 
important than being right” (149). From his parents’ racing to seize the upper hand 
in their conflict, Jason learns another lesson in relation to rejoicing at scoring a 
victory over the enemy; that is, the triumph at causing losses to others is a cruel 
and morbid mentality.

Although the Falklands War has retreated to the background with things back 
to normal in Black Swan Village, the presence of war lingers on, as embodied in 
a scene where an emergency meeting is held in the village hall to discuss what 
the local people are going to do with a proposal about building a permanent 
residential site for an unwelcome group of immigrants, namely the gypsies. One 
day in October, an old knife grinder drops by, offering to sharpen knives and 
tarmac the driveway when Jason is left alone at home. After he reports this to his 
parents, Dad is outraged and immediately labels it as a gypsy’s trick. Soon after 
that, Mr. Swinyard, one of their neighbors, comes by and asks Jason’s father to sign 
a petition against building a permanent site for the gypsies camping in Black Swan 
Village. Upon their arrival at the emergency meeting, villagers gather around and 
some of them are ready to make a speech at the inaugural meeting of the Village 
Camp Crisis Committee. The atmosphere therein renders Jason a feeling that “a 
war was about to break out” (286). In Mr. Castle’s opening speech, he first shows 
his appreciation for the presence of most villagers, regarding it as “proof of the 
strength of feeling in our community” (287). Then, in a tone of condemnation, he 
moves on to reproaching Malvern Council’s attempt to “turning our village—home, 
to all of us—into a dump for so-called ‘travellers’, ‘gypsies’, ‘Romany’” (287). The 
villagers take turns to air their views, describing the various stereotypical images of 
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gypsies, “vagrancy. Theft. Sanitation. Tuberculosis” (288). All these remarks make 
Jason speculate “how the villagers wanted the gypsies to be gross, so the grossness 
of what they’re not acts as a stencil for what the villagers are” (288).

Interestingly, a similar scenario befalls Jason when he stumbles into a quarry 
that temporarily accommodates a group of gypsies. Fear dominates him at first, 
but with the deepening of exchanges, he soon finds out that the gypsies also hold 
the same kind of hostile attitude towards the group of which he is a part, just as 
the villagers do. In the eyes of gypsies, the group to which Jason belongs lives in 
poor hygiene conditions and sexual promiscuity. All these stereotypical remarks, 
once again, leave Jason deep in thought, “I’d been thinking how gypsies wanted 
the rest of us to be gross, so the grossness of what they’re not acts as a stencil for 
what they are” (304). Despite their bitter words, the gypsies treat Jason in a friendly 
manner and one of them even sends him a farewell gift. “The confrontation with 
the Gypsies,” in a sense, “is an element in the educational process of Jason. He is 
confronted with the ‘other’ and realises that this other is not so different after all” 
(Schmitt-Kilb 302), as is shown by Jason’s verbatim repetition in describing the 
similar experiences he gains within two groups that both regard the other as binary 
oppositions. 

By resorting to Jason’s focalization, Mitchell gives full expression to a teenager’s 
attempt at drawing a parallel between the two groups. At the same time, Mitchell 
raises a question in his depiction of a teenager’s efforts to understand the tension: 
how can two communities without any head-on confrontations harbor such an 
intense sensation of hostility towards each other, especially when they are not so 
different after all? Close-mindedness and fear out of ignorance seem to be the 
answer. The chance encounter with the gypsy group allows Jason to step out of the 
narrow confines of his own group, during which he comes to understand the extent 
to which a small community can be parochial for isolating itself from the outside 
world. Another occasion on which Jason is urged to go beyond his territory is when 
Madame Crommelynck asks him what literary works he has read. To her surprise, 
Jason has not yet been exposed to any European masterpieces at school, but only 
genre fiction by English writers. She criticizes Jason for considering England as 
separated from Europe and asks him to finish translating part of a French novel 
before their next meeting. In her words, “speaking one language only is prison” 
(205). In stark contrast to people and cultures, commodities can circulate without 
much friction. When Jason leaves the village and goes on a trip with his mother to 
where she works, an art gallery located in Cheltenham, he finds that there is a wide 
range of stuff on sale, “fountain pens from Paris, chess sets from Iceland, atomic 
clocks from Austria, jewellery from Yugoslavia, masks from Burma” (242). While 
commodities can cross national boundaries without restrictions, this does not hold 
true for cultural exchange and mobile population, as testified by the narrow scope 
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of Jason’s literary education at school and the local protestation against a migrant 
population. 

The we-reference employed by both the villagers and the gypsies is not intended 
for an open gesture. Instead, it is evoked to foster a stronger bond within the group 
and make itself more powerfully armed to defend against outside forces. In other 
words, the first-person plural is not for extending the scope of communication 
and interaction, nor is it indicative of accepting the other with open arms. Instead, 
it is a form limited to the group itself, and paradoxical as it may sound, equates 
to exclusiveness, narrow-mindedness, and selfishness. Such limitations appear in 
Jason’s narrative early on in the text, when he resorts to “we” instead of “I” in his 
narration. Together with his family, Jason learns from television that Great Britain 
is losing people from the Falklands War. To their relief, there has not been any 
news about Coventry, on which Tom Yew is serving. “We keep thinking about Tom 
Yew on HMS Coventry. Terrible to admit it, but everyone in Black Swan Green 
felt relief that it was only the Sheffield” (121). The we-reference in the lines above 
signifies the community of Black Swan, who is released from collective anxiety 
and distress upon learning that Tom Yew—a young soldier and villager—is not 
among the casualties and losses. Here, Jason’s individual perspective is replaced 
by a collective one. Yet, the latter perspective is no less narrow than the former 
because it merely concerns whether one of the group members falls victim to the 
war, despite the massive military and civilian suffering and casualties therewith.

It can be seen that the idea of “war” is not merely about engaging in hand-to-
hand combat on the battlefield, but also implicit in everyday life even for such a 
small parochial village like Black Swan. The ubiquitous presence of war serves to 
deepen Jason’s understanding of the cause and motivation behind a war. Unlike 
adults who might have already harbored a preconceived brain text and therefore 
the reader can have access to only one of the many aspects of war, Jason as a 
teenager is still on his voyage of discovery, with his brain text more susceptible to 
development and modification as he gains more experiences. Again, Mitchell here 
strategically uses character focalization to foreground these transformations and 
makes it possible to reveal more perspectives from which the monolithic notion of 
the war can be approached.
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FROM “EVENT” TO “NON-EVENT”: AN ETHICS OF THE FRAGMENTARY

The thirteen fragments of this novel match the thirteen consecutive months from 
January 1982 to January 1983. This textual design engenders a sense of sequence in 
the reader as the story moves forward month after month. In this way, Mitchell 
throws into relief the transitory nature of what might seem important to Jason 
from the outset. As Hühn points out, “while events typically come about as abrupt 
changes or occur within a relatively short time span, eventful non-events are usually 
not located at one specific point in time but manifest themselves negatively as an 
absence over a longer phase of the temporal sequence of the story” (41). That is to 
say, the occurrence of the non-event here is primarily a function of the readerly 
expectation of a turning point in the story. When the Falklands War looms large 
in April and intrudes in May, it strikes Jason as a significant event, and during the 
height of the conflict he even thinks that “all this excitement’ll never turn dusty 
and brown in archives and libraries. No way. People’ll remember everything about 
the Falklands till the end of the world” (Mitchell 127). Following Jason’s perspective, 
the reader formulates a “clearly established expectation” (Hühn 41) that more 
changes of state will take place in the wake of the war, only to be frustrated until 
the end of the novel. With the passage of time, however, what has initially been 
counted as an event loses its status, since life in the village comes back to normal 
again, as if the war had never happened. The experience of this eventful non-
event prompts the reader to speculate about how war and violence, which only 
make guest appearances in a place remaining untouched, has been drowned by 
numerous fragments of life and consigned to oblivion, as represented by the novel’s 
formal aspect. By staging an event and a non-event that are both eventful, Mitchell 
makes the novel more tellable since “the nonoccurrence of an event, analogous to 
a manifest event, ultimately functions as the point or decisive turn of the story and 
constitutes its tellability” (47).

“Each chapter,” as Mitchell puts it in an interview, “is one short story… Each of 
them has its own sub-plot and its own theme” (Raja). In this sense, it is notable 
that the first and final chapters bear the same title “January Man.” Why, then, does 
Mitchell begin and end this way? That the opening and the ending chapter share 
the same title creates the effect that the year of 1982 went by in a flash, yet much 
has changed for Jason. By the end of the novel, Mitchell has finished a portrait of 
the development of Jason’s brain text about war.

Not only that, the closing chapter breaks the suspense created by two mysterious 
facets of Jason’s experience in the beginning chapter. “Beginnings in novels are 
conventionally meant to be noticed: by default, their function is to be memorable 
and worth the reader’s attention” (Mikkonen 5). What is worthy of notion is that 
the novel begins in medias res with Jason’s mention of Dad’s rule—“Do not set foot 
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in my office” (Mitchell 1)—and ends with his encounter with a weird lady warning 
him not to wake up her brother. This rule and caution evoke a sense of mystery and 
suspense: what would happen if Jason steps into his father’s office, and what would 
ensue if he disturbs this lady’s brother? Such questions are left unexplained from 
the outset, but they reveal themselves towards the end of the novel. While Dad’s 
rule is later found to be a clue to his extramarital affair leading to the disintegration 
of the family, Jason’s impression of a strange woman and a gothic house gives way 
to his realization of an absolute tragedy caused by the war.

In January 1982, Jason hurts his ankle and seeks help from a senior woman 
living in the House of Woods. On his first visit, Jason’s innocence, naivete, and 
panic combine to tint the house with a gothic color. Not only that, he even finds 
the woman rather weird, especially the moment when she warns Jason to be quiet 
and not to wake up her brother. On his last day in Black Swan in January 1983, 
Jason wishes to thank this lady before his departure, only to be told that she has 
suffered from a stroke since many years ago, which explains her strange words and 
behaviors. 

This time, the sour aunt appears to him as a senile woman, especially when he 
learns that war has deprived her of her loving brother. Joe, the son-in-law of Mrs. 
Gretton, points at a black-and-white photo and tells Jason about her brother. As 
a matter of fact, Jason had spotted it on his first visit, but at that time the photo 
meant nothing, “enough muffled moonlight fell down it for me make out an old 
photograph hanging on the wall. A submarine in an Arctic-looking port. The crew 
stood on deck, all saluting” (23). One year afterwards, a similar description filtered 
by Jason runs thus, “a black-and-white photo of a submarine in an icy port hung by 
my coat. The crew all stood on deck, saluting” (366). Regardless of this somehow 
verbatim repetition, Jason’s understanding of it totally changes. One word by Joe 
suffices to explain everything for him—“‘War.’ Joe said it like it answered most 
questions” (366). 

Viewed in this light, the whole novel, in its course of recording Jason’s progression 
of ethical growth step by step, at the same time paves the way for him to solve the 
mystery of Mrs. Gretton’s brother, to make sense of what it means for Mrs. Gretton 
to be overwhelmed by the traumatic experience of losing a brother as a consequence 
of war. As the novel moves through four seasons, Jason gradually understands that 
there are not only immediate aftermaths when it comes to war, but also everlasting 
ones, leaving their imprints year in and year out. More importantly, the revelation 
of Mrs. Gretton’s situation also points to a poignant truth: time is only peaceful for 
those who are spared by war; for those who are bereaved, the war goes on and on 
for the rest of their life, just as it is impossible for Mrs. Gretton to recover from the 
deep sorrow of losing her beloved.
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With the passage of time, as those who have to endure the consequences of 
war age and die, the memory and traumatic experience of war will fade, too. 
As a biological form of text stored in the human brain, brain text differs from 
its material and electronic counterparts in that it can only be retained in one’s 
memory but cannot be inherited, albeit as a biological form of existence. A brain 
text can be circulated by word of mouth, but it does not share the stable structure 
of material and digital texts since it is vulnerable to factors that might lead to 
memory loss—aging, the physical and mental condition of the brain text holder, as 
well as the environment in which he or she stays. (Nie, “Ethical Literary Criticism: 
Oral Literature and Brain Text” 9) In Mrs. Gretton’s case, she has no proper brain 
text to pass on to the younger generation ever since her brain is damaged from a 
stroke, which symbolizes how the traumatic memory and experience of war by a 
minority is soon to be erased from history. In this sense, Mitchell forms a striking 
contrast between a teenager’s deepening awareness of the consequences of war 
and the public’s fading memory of an event that ends up as a non-event. Not only 
that, Mitchell embeds so many copies of illustrations into the novel and hints at 
the reader that Jason has always collected memorable objects from his experience. 
This is not a gesture to invoke an atmosphere of nostalgia, but a firm position on 
Mitchell’s part to prevent the history from sinking into oblivion.
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Note

1.	 This work was supported by the National Social Science Fund of China (Grant 
Number: 17ZDA281).
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