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| ABSTRACT

John Cheever's short story “The Swimmer” profoundly explores the theme of modern people’s identity loss and disillusionment
through a spatial narrative structure. The story centers around the protagonist Neddy Merrill's journey home and unfolds around
his crossing of the “Lucinda River” in the neighbor’s swimming pools. In terms of physical space, the distribution and barriers of
the swimming pools symbolize the fragility of interpersonal relationships in middle-class communities, while the change from
clear water to dryness reflects Neddy's inner gradual collapse. In terms of social space, Neddy's journey reflects the changes in
community relationships and social classes. The attitudes of the neighbors, from enthusiasm to indifference and then to eviction,
reflect the collapse of his social status. The empty and abandoned house symbolizes the predicament of his psychological space
and the loss of identity. Cheever deconstructs the American suburban dream through the interweaving of physical space, social

space, and psychological space, warning of the spiritual crisis behind the material prosperity in modern society.
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Chapter One Introduction

John Cheever was a master of short stories in the mid-20th century in the United States. With his acute insight and exquisite
narrative skills, he depicted a series of life scenes that seemed glamorous but were actually fraught with dangers for readers. His
works revealed the mental desolation and human predicaments beneath the prosperous appearance of middle-class life through
a subtle and unobtrusive style. Among Cheever's numerous masterpieces depicting suburban life, the short story “The Swimmer”
(Cheever & Perry, 1967) holds a particularly prominent position because of its unique and symbolically rich narrative structure.
“The Swimmer” is not merely a story of a summer afternoon swimming adventure. It is also a profound allegory that deeply

analyzes the identity confusion and spiritual disillusionment of modern people through the core narrative elements of space.
The story revolves around the protagonist Neddy Merrill, a confident and self-proclaimed central figure of the local social circle
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in the suburbs. On a seemingly ordinary summer afternoon, he suddenly had a special idea: by connecting the swimming pools
of his neighbors’ backyards, he would “cross” the entire suburb by swimming and return home. He named this path formed by
the interconnected private swimming pools “Lucinda River”. However, this journey that began as a relaxing and thrilling one filled
with a sense of conquest gradually changed as the space shifted, ultimately leading to a cold, desolate, and terrifying ending.
Therefore, the role of space in the entire novel is very important. Neddy's journey home is not just a simple physical movement

but a tragic exploration of the spatial dimension that gradually unfolds and concerns the collapse of self-awareness.

Space Narrative provides a theoretical framework for the analysis of “The Swimmer”. It breaks away from the traditional narrative’s
complete reliance on temporal logic, instead emphasizing that space is not only the backdrop for the story but also a core
dynamic element for meaning expression, theme deepening, and character development. In Cheever’s writing, space is endowed
with connotations beyond its physical attributes: the swimming pool and its connected paths, as physical entities, form the
foundation for driving the plot. As a venue for social relationships, it reflects the changes in the warmth and coldness of
community interpersonal relationships and the fragility of social classes. As a psychological space for Neddy's subjective
experience, it clearly reflects his distorted cognition, the confusion of time, and the disillusionment of his spiritual world. These
spatial dimensions do not exist independently but are ingeniously woven together by Cheever, forming an inseparable narrative
force. They unfold successively in Neddy's journey, serve as examples for each other, and ultimately jointly present the same

theme at the end of the journey: the disillusionment of identity and the deep crisis symbolized by the American Dream.

Chapter Two Literature Review

2.1 Studies on Space Narrative

For a long time, narrative studies have regarded time as the driving force behind the plot and the shaping of characters. The
development of the plot is often placed on the coordinate axis of time. Since the latter half of the 20th century, with the spatial
turn in philosophy and social thought, literary criticism has increasingly recognized that space is not merely the background for

the occurrence of stories but also has productive narrative power.

The spatial turn is regarded as one of the most important events in knowledge and political development in the latter half of the
20th century. Scholars began to pay attention to the “spatiality” in humanistic life and regarded it as a research field of equal
importance to time and history (Long, 2008a). The spatial turn abandoned metaphysics and essentialism. Lefebvre’s tripartite
dialectic emphasizes the unity of physical space, mental space, and social space (Fang, 2013). Gabriel Zoran raised the issue of
the asymmetry of time and space in literary narration. Time often occupies a dominant position in narration, while space is
marginalized. The reconstruction of space relies on a spatialized thinking, but the medium essence of the text is the linear
arrangement of time (Zoran, 1984). In the horizontal dimension, he distinguished the overall space, spatial complex, and spatial
unit, emphasizing that the determination of the spatial unit depends on the reading and review ability of the reader (Wang, 2008).
Memory has spatial properties. Writers organize events through the space in their memories, making narrative works spatial

(Long, 2011). For example, many writers stimulate creative motivation by recalling special spaces such as their hometowns.

W. J. T. Mitchell critically reexamines the concept of spatial form in literature, pointing out that it is not unique to modern
literature but is a fundamental attribute of all literature in terms of experience and interpretation (Mitchell, 1980). Essentially, a
novel is a unity of time and space. Traditional novels emphasize temporal logic, but modern novelists pay more attention to
exploring the potential of space in narration (Long, 2003). Space narrative does not mean eliminating time. Instead, it combines
spatial elements creatively on the basis of the temporal sequence to achieve the diversity and richness of narration (Zhou, 2008).

It compensates for the deficiency of classical narratology in ignoring space, promoting the diversification of narrative theory.

Page 67



The Space Narrative and Disillusionment of Identity in John Cheever’s “The Swimmer”

Spatial form is closely linked to language, structure, and reader perception. Modern literary works require readers to determine
meaning through subjective construction within the loose textual elements (Cheng, 2007). “Literary Cartography” is an important
concept in spatial narratology, emphasizing that the text constructs narration through spatial elements. For example, the

symbolic construction of geographical landscapes by writers and the generation of their cultural significance (Tammi, 2007).

Narrative is an outcome of immediate interaction, and it requires analysis of the participation framework, co-tellership, and the
functions within the local context, including negotiating identity and transmitting values (Baynham, 2015). Generally speaking,
space narrative refers to the functions and meanings of spatial elements in literary narrative, involving issues such as spatial
construction, segmentation and rhythm of space narrative (Fang, 2018). Chen Dezhi distinguished the concepts of spatial form
and spatial narratology. He pointed out that the core of spatial form remains the issue of temporality, namely, how to resolve
the sequence. While spatial narratology studies the construction and function of fictional space, rooted in postmodern cultural
criticism (Chen, 2009). Spatial theory research not only criticizes the homogenization of spatial power domination, but also
explores the possibility of resisting oppression spaces and seeking diverse and differentiated spaces (Xie, 2009). The essence of
narrative is the fixation and preservation of mysterious and ephemeral time. On this basis, the grasp of space will affect the
overall connection of the narrative (Long, 2006). Literary narrative reconstructs the “current space” with poetic language, opposes
the devaluation (such as the awakening of sensory details by images), and exposes the interaction of social relations (Zou, 2011).
Dong Xiaoye proposed that it is necessary to shift from “description of physical space” to “research on the function of space
narrative”, emphasizing the readers’ spatial cognitive mechanism of classical texts (Dong, 2012). Space Narrative aims to make
up for the deficiencies of traditional narratology and expand its research scope. It provides new theoretical tools and analytical
frameworks and more effectively interprets contemporary complex narrative texts and practices (Long, 2008b). Space Narrative

elevates space to the core narrative concept, revealing its role in plot-driven, meaning production, and character portrayal.

2.2 Studies on “The Swimmer”

John Cheever's short stories, through the depiction of the social changes and conflicts in 20th-century American society, reveal
the impact of sudden changes and uncertainties in life on the psychology of ordinary people. He skillfully employs imagery and
symbolic techniques to showcase the unease and anxiety of the middle-class Americans in modern society (Bai, 2006). His works
are set in the suburbs of New York, focusing on the lifestyle, moral values, and psychological states of middle-class Americans in
the United States. He is hailed as the “Chekhov of the American suburbs”. His works are regarded as the chronicle of 20th-century
American society (Cong, 1990). Regarding Cheever’s narrative art in his novels, Zhao Kechong pointed out that Cheever perfectly
combines new life with new narrative techniques. Through the internal focus perspective, ironic narration, and the creation of

typical characters, he presents the spiritual world of middle-class Americans(Zhao, 1996).

Cheever's “The Swimmer” is a short story full of absurdity and irony. Through the fantastical experiences of the protagonist
Neddy Merrill, it presents a middle-aged man's evasion and self-deception in the face of hardships in life as well as the cruel
impact of social reality on individuals. Blythe analyzed the historical allusions in “The Swimmer”, revealing how Cheever, through
Neddy's swimming journey, ingeniously echoed the adventure story of Ponce de Ledn, thereby deepening the story’s exploration
of the theme of the futile pursuit of youth (Blythe & Sweet, 1989). Chen Honggin interpreted the work from the perspectives of
scene description and character psychological changes, discussing Neddy's psychological changes during the swimming process,
from initially escaping reality and self-deception to ultimately facing the cold reality with despair (Chen & Liu, 2003). The
hedonism of the consumer society leads people to be addicted to material enjoyment, weakening their spiritual strength. Neddy's

swimming journey reflects the spiritual barrenness of the middle class and their evasion of reality, ultimately resulting in the loss
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of their spiritual home (Cao, 2022). Hu analyzed "The Swimmer” from the perspective of language mechanism, exploring the
source of “uncertainty” in the work and its language expression forms. The narrator expresses through directly addressing the
readers, but uses language structures such as “might” and “could” to express cognitive modality, weakening the authority of the
narrator and reflecting the uncertainty of the narrator (Hu, 2010). “The Swimmer” is not only a description of Neddy's personal
experience, but also an allegorical reflection of the entire American middle-class lifestyle. Through Neddy's swimming journey,
the story shows the inner dilemmas, social estrangement, and value loss faced by the middle class behind the material prosperity,
revealing the widespread hypocrisy and moral decline in American society (Peng, 2012). Cheever satirizes and condemns the
materialized and commodified world through Neddy's absurd behavior, revealing the influence of consumerism and hedonism

on the lifestyle and thinking patterns of the middle class.

Through multi-angle analysis of “The Swimmer”, the research reveals the profound connotations of this work at different levels.
Cheever not only presents the spiritual dilemmas and life nihilism of the middle class behind the material prosperity, but also
through unique narrative techniques and rich symbolic elements, criticizes the hypocrisy and degradation of American society,

making it a classic work with both literary value and social significance.

Chapter Three Identity Disintegration and Disillusionment from the Perspective of Space Narrative

3.7 Swimming Pool: The Symbolic Meaning of the Physical Space

“The Swimmer” centers around the protagonist Neddy's journey back home through his neighbor’'s swimming pool. His fictional
“Lucinda River” constitutes the core narrative space of the novel. First of all, this waterway serves as an important clue for driving
the plot forward. Without the conception of this path, there would be no Neddy's journey, and thus no development of the story.

The space (the distribution of the swimming pool) directly determines the direction of the narrative.

Although Neddy regarded it in his heart as a river, in reality each swimming pool was divided into separate units by fences and
walls, requiring repeated climbing, entering and exiting, as well as social greetings, which highlighted the absurd and illusory
nature of this waterway as the return path. When he “slid down the banister and dove into the water” at the poolside of Graham'’s
house, the shimmering waves formed by the sunlight penetrating the water surface briefly created the illusion of a continuous
waterway. However, the physical barriers quickly shattered this illusion: “He climbed over the stone wall that separated Grahams'
land from the Westerhazys". This stone wall spanning the courtyard forced Neddy to return from the water to the land, and then
clumsily climb over the obstacles - such repeated climbing actions completely shattered the illusory image of “the river”. This
physical barrier under the guise of continuity implies the fragility of interpersonal connections in middle-class communities. The
fence and lock symbolizing private property rights were forcibly made public by Neddy, which was actually an infringement on
the independence of suburban existence. This break in continuity suggests the falseness and difficulty of “returning home” (S. L.
Wang, 2011). Cheever's choice of the swimming pool as the thematic thread throughout the text actually forms a contrast with
the dynamic vitality of natural rivers - the pool water is stagnant, while the river flows continuously, indicating that the artificial

paradise is ultimately an empty shell, suggesting the false appearance of the middle-class spiritual utopia.

Furthermore, Cheever uses the gradual change of the pool water from clear to murky and finally to dry up to visually represent
Neddy's inner emotions and his mental breakdown. In the early part of the journey, the pool still maintained a false purity: in the
front courtyard, “translucent water” was crystal clear, and even “a faint pattern of tiles at the bottom” could be clearly discerned.
However, this artificial beauty suddenly collapsed in the later pool: the Hallorans’ pool surface was floating with “a brown scum
of dead leaves and insects”, and the turbid green algae entangled Neddy's legs, mingling with the stench of decay and the

mistress’s curses. These gradual changes reflect his mood shifts and constitute the dissection map of the corruption of suburban

Page 69



The Space Narrative and Disillusionment of Identity in John Cheever’s “The Swimmer”

civilization (Yi & Wen, 2017).
3.2 Social Space in the Swimming Pool: Disintegration of Community Relations and Identity

3.2.1 The Swimming Pool as a Reflection of Social Relations

Neddy's underwater journey also reflects social relations and social classes. Each pool owner represents different classes and
relationships within the suburban community. The process of Neddy entering the swimming pool space is the process of his
interaction within the social relationship network. The space becomes a venue for the development of social relations. The fence

of each pool is not only a physical boundary but also a symbol for class identification.

At the beginning of the journey, when Neddy passed by Grahams' swimming pool, the owner greeted him with champagne and
praised him as an “explorer”, hinting at his undiminished social status. At this moment, the swimming pool was a symbol of social
privilege - the clear water reflected the luster of the crystal cups, and the marble steps refracted Neddy's remaining social capital.
However, this glory was as fleeting as the reflection on the pool surface. In contrast, at the midpoint of the journey, the Hallorans’
swimming pool was floating with “greenish foam”, and the rotten smell of the water and the eviction by the hostess led to the
alienation of matter and society. The change in the attitudes of the neighbors (from enthusiastic welcome, polite greetings to
indifference, mockery, and even eviction) was a direct manifestation of Neddy's collapse of social status. During the narrative,

the space magnified and amplified this estrangement and hostility in interpersonal relationships.

3.2.2 Spatial Metaphor from Center to Periphery

At the beginning of the story, Neddy was at the center of the social circle. The journey started with a festive scene at Grahams'
swimming pool - champagne flowing, guests surrounding him, and Neddy being regarded as a legendary figure, laying the
groundwork for the collapse of his social status in the subsequent part. As the journey progressed, the spaces he passed through
became increasingly desolate and dilapidated, and he himself was gradually excluded from the social circle. Finally, when Neddy
finally completed the underwater journey and reached his doorstep, a scene of desolation and decay announced the complete
loss of his social status. The displacement of space directly corresponds to the decline of Neddy's social position. This transition
from the center to the periphery is achieved through the estrangement and deterioration of space (Peng, 2017). Every space that
Neddy experienced during the journey symbolized his distance from the core of the social circle. As the journey progressed, the
space he was in became increasingly distant from the original gathering place, and also became more dilapidated and desolate.

This change in space not only reflects his physical displacement, but also reflects his decline in social status.
3.3 Distorted Mental Space: Perception, Time and Disorientation

3.3.1 Distortion of Spatial Perception

In the story, Neddy's perception of space gradually became distorted as the journey progresses. His psychological space
undergoes intense distortion and changes during his swimming journey. In the early stages of the journey, his perception of
space and time was light-hearted and romanticized. He imagined his neighbor's swimming pool as a river and attempted to
return home by swimming. However, as the journey progressed, the space became strange, distorted, and full of hostility. Public
roads turned into difficult obstacles, familiar neighbors became repulsive, and the sense of distance became blurred. As the

journey deepened, he gradually realized that this “river” was full of absurdity and illusion.

This distortion of spatial perception reflects Neddy's psychological reality collapse. In the swimming pool of the Halloran family,
Neddy was expelled by the hostess. This scene was not only a physical spatial exclusion, but also a psychological blow. He was

scolded by the hostess as a drunkard and a liar, this humiliation made him realize that his position in social relationships had
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undergone a fundamental change. However, he still tried to return to his past life through swimming. This self-deceiving behavior
further exacerbated his psychological distortion. He began to feel confused and lost, unable to accurately grasp the external

world and his own position.

This distortion of spatial perception is not only manifested in the physical barriers of space, but also in Neddy's perception of
distance and direction. During his journey, Neddy often felt confused. He was unsure of how far he had traveled and didn't know
whether he was still on the right path. This ambiguity in the sense of distance and direction further exacerbated his psychological

predicament. He was trapped in his imagination and couldn’t face the harsh reality.

3.3.2 Disruption of Time in Space

One of the core mysteries of the novel is the passage of time. A seemingly afternoon swim that ends up being in autumn, or
even spanning a much longer period of time, creates a sense of temporal dislocation. This sense of time disruption intensifies
Neddy's psychological breakdown and his evasion of reality. He is trapped in a fictional time prison, unable to confront the
harshness of reality. This sense of spatial and temporal dislocation not only reveals Neddy’s psychological predicament but also
suggests his long-term neglect of family responsibilities. He attempts to return to his past life through swimming, but ultimately

discovers that time has passed and the problems have already occurred.

In traditional storytelling, the movement of space is often expected to correspond to the linear passage of time, with each step
forward in space mirroring a progression in time. However, John Cheever masterfully disrupts this conventional relationship
between space and time in "The Swimmer.” As Neddy embarks on his seemingly whimsical journey through the suburban
swimming pools, the spatial progression of his swim becomes disentangled from the steady march of time. By the end of his
journey, Neddy feels as though many years have elapsed, even though the spatial distance he has covered should suggest a
much shorter duration. This disjunction between space and time is not merely a narrative trick. Instead, it is a profound literary
device that traps Neddy in a fictional time prison. He is suspended in a liminal state, unable to return to the past life he once
knew or to fully confront the harsh realities that await him. The sense of temporal dislocation Neddy experiences is both
bewildering and devastating. It deepens his psychological predicament, making him acutely aware that the life he has been

chasing through the swimming pools is an illusion, a fragile construct that cannot withstand the scrutiny of reality.

As he stands at the end of his journey, shivering and disoriented, Neddy is forced to confront the stark truth: the idyllic suburban
world he navigated through the swimming pools was never real. It was a series of fleeting moments, a dreamlike sequence that
masked the underlying decay and emptiness of his existence. The pools, once symbols of leisure and community, now reveal
themselves as mere illusions, unable to provide the solace or meaning he sought. Neddy's realization is both a moment of clarity
and a moment of despair, as he understands that the pursuit of an idealized past or an imagined future is ultimately futile. The
only reality that remains is the cold, unyielding present, a place where the illusions of consumerism and social status dissolve,

leaving him with nothing but the starkness of his own existence.

3.4 The Collapse of Space: Desolation and Existence

The destination of the journey, Neddy's home, is the climax and core metaphor of the entire spatial narrative. The imagined cozy
harbor has turned into an empty, abandoned, and locked space. Everywhere one looks, there is dust and dead leaves, suggesting
Neddy's material bankruptcy and spiritual predicament. The physical state of the home reflects the deep loneliness and despair
in his heart. He can no longer return to his past life or find his former self. This collapse of space is a direct manifestation of
Neddy's psychological breakdown and a symbol of his existential dilemma. The desolation and decay of the physical space

symbolize the falseness and fragility of the American Dream. Neddy attempts to return to his past life through swimming, but
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ultimately discovers that everything he pursues is merely an illusory mirage. His home has become an empty shell, symbolizing

the loss of his identity and his mental breakdown.

Cheever, through Neddy's swimming journey, reveals the inner dilemmas, social estrangement, and value loss faced by the
middle class behind their material prosperity. Neddy's swimming journey eventually becomes a profound allegory about identity,
existence, and disillusionment. The desolation of his home is not only a reflection of his personal fate but also a microcosm of
the entire middle-class community. Cheever deconstructs the American Dream and reveals the spiritual crisis behind material

prosperity.

The interweaving of physical space, social space, and psychological space jointly deconstruct of the American suburban dream.
The desolation of Neddy's home is not only a portrayal of his personal fate but also a reflection of the entire middle-class
community. Neddy's muttered self-talk after reaching his doorstep reveals that his consciousness is trapped in a fictional time
prison. The empty shell of his home becomes the final blow to cognition, and the desolation of the physical space transforms
into the disillusionment of the psychological space. When the economic foundation collapses, the artificial utopia reveals its
inner emptiness (He & Yu, 2014). The social space further explains the fragility of social classes. From the central position where
Neddy was surrounded and conversed by guests at the beginning of the novel, he gradually becomes an object of social
expulsion, suggesting the estrangement of social relations and the alienation of the middle class. They deconstruct the myth of

the American suburban dream and the depiction of modern people’s spiritual drift and loss of a sense of home.

Chapter Four Conclusion

John Cheever's “The Swimmer” presents a profound allegory about the loss of modern people’s identity and spiritual
disillusionment through its unique spatial narrative structure. Through the interweaving of physical space, social space, and
psychological space, Cheever not only tells a story about a journey home, but also deeply deconstructs and reflects on the
American suburban dream in the mid-20th century. This deconstruction process is not only an analysis of the protagonist Neddy's
personal fate, but also a revelation of the spiritual predicament of the entire middle-class society. Neddy's journey home, on the
surface, is a physical movement across his neighbor’'s swimming pool, but in reality, it is a process of self-awareness collapse
gradually unfolding in the spatial dimension. The closed door and the dusty window sill are both evidence of material bankruptcy

and a symbol of the collapse of the spiritual journey (L. Wang, 2011).

In terms of physical space, Neddy's fictional “Lucinda River” is the core thread that drives the entire story forward. This path,
formed by connecting the swimming pools of his neighbors, seems at first to be a shortcut to home, but is actually full of
absurdity and illusion. The physical barrier of the swimming pool symbolizes the fragility of interpersonal relationships in middle-
class communities, while the changes in the water of the pool from clear to murky and then to dryness are concrete
manifestations of Neddy's inner emotions and spiritual collapse. This transformation of physical space not only reflects his mood
changes, but also implies the falseness of the middle-class spiritual utopia. Cheever reveals that the artificial paradise is ultimately

an empty shell, unable to conceal the loneliness and despair of the middle-class inner world.

In terms of social space, Neddy's journey is a profound reflection of social relationships and social classes. Each pool owner
represents different classes and relationships in the suburban community, and his entry into the pool is the process of his
interaction within the social relationship network. From the champagne welcome at the beginning of the journey, to the
indifference and expulsion, to the final complete isolation, the changes in the neighbors’ attitudes directly reflect the collapse of

Neddy's social status. This spatial metaphor from the center to the periphery not only reveals the fragility of social classes but
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also shows the alienation and estrangement of middle-class social relationships. Cheever reveals the hypocrisy of middle-class

community relationships through Neddy's experience.

The collapse of the psychological space is the direct manifestation of Neddy's spiritual disillusionment. Neddy is trapped in a
fictional time prison, unable to return to his past life or find his former self. This psychological space of disillusionment ultimately
leads to the complete loss of his identity. Cheever reveals the inner dilemmas, social alienation, and values lost faced by middle-
class society behind the material prosperity through his psychological predicament. Neddy's swimming journey is, on the surface,
a physical movement across the neighbors’ pools, but in fact, it is a gradual process of self-cognitive collapse unfolding in the
spatial dimension. At the end of the novel, Cheever reveals the inner dilemmas, social alienation, and values lost faced by middle-
class society behind material prosperity through the desolation of Neddy's home. It has become an empty shell, symbolizing his
identity loss and mental breakdown. This spatial collapse is not only a portrayal of Neddy's personal fate but also a profound

deconstruction of the American suburban dream by Cheever.

The innovation of space narrative lies in endowing space with productive functions. In John Cheever’'s “The Swimmer,” the
swimming path is not merely a plot thread but also a site for meaning generation. This story is not just a profound analysis of
suburban life in mid-20th-century America. It is also a profound reflection on the spiritual predicament of modern people.
Neddy's journey through the swimming pools is, in fact, a spiritual allegory for anyone attempting to find themselves amidst
consumerism and class myths. With his spatial poetics, Cheever demonstrates that true disillusionment does not stem from

external disasters but from the irreconcilable contradiction between self-awareness and the reality of space.
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