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Zusammenfassung 

Im Hauptfokus des nachfolgenden Beitrags steht die Verarbeitung von Körpern als 

Raum. Die Idee des „bewohnbaren“ Körper-Raums ist in spekulativen Narrativen 

weit verbreitet, blieb aber bisher weitgehend unbearbeitet. Hanif Kureishis Kurzge-
schichte „The Body“ (2002) handelt von einem alternden Schriftsteller, welcher sich 

für eine Transplantation des Gehirns in einen neuen, jüngeren Körper entscheidet. 
Der Prozess wird aus der Innenperspektive dargestellt und der neue Körper als 

Container für das Selbst erfahren. Es stellt sich hierbei u.a. die Frage, inwiefern eine 

solche Beschreibung neuro-essentialistische Ansätze unterstützt, wenn Körper und 
Geist als zwei voneinander separierte Entitäten dargestellt und der Wert des Kör-

pers auf den eines austauschbaren Gegenstandes reduziert wird. Für die Analyse 

werden verschiedene Ansätze aus der Raumforschung und der Philosophie bzw. 
Phänomenologie zusammengeführt und auf den vorliegenden Text angewendet. 

Hierbei wird ersichtlich, dass die Kurzgeschichte zwar Kritik übt an der Überzeu-
gung, dass das Selbst auf das Gehirn reduziert werden kann. Die Wertigkeit des 

Körpers aber wird auf ein persönliches räumliches Objekt herabgemindert, verbun-

den mit der menschlichen Erfahrung, sich „in ihm“ zu befinden. 

Schlagworte: erzählter Raum, Zerebrozentrismus, Geist-Körper-Dualismus, Hanif 

Kureishi, spekulative Fiction 

Keywords: narrative space, cerebrocentrism, mind-body dualism, Hanif Kureishi, 

speculative fiction 

1 Introduction 

Theories of narrative space claim that bodies “both occupy space and are situated 
in space” (Ryan 2014). But what happens if the body does not only exist in and is 

experienced through space but becomes a literal space inhabited by the mind and, 

in the words of Ryan (2014), “serving as container for existents and as location for 
events”?  

The idea of the body becoming the space one inhabits transcends genres from 

science fiction (e.g. Anne McCaffrey’s Brainship Series 1969-1997; Joseph McElroy’s 
Plus, 1977) to more contemporary speculative fiction such as Hanif Kureishi’s short 

story “The Body” (2002). In Kureishi’s short story, the main character’s mind is 
transferred into a younger body to avoid the ailments of old age. After the transfer, 

Adam’s mind has to adjust to the new space, since his “form felt like a building 

[he]’d never before been in”. By defying the notion that mind, body and the envi-
ronment are inseparably intertwined in mental processes (cf. Thompson, 2007, 6), 

the text reinforces the mind-body dualism’s claim that “mind and body are distinct 

and separable” (Crane 2000, 1). Furthermore, the short story describes choosing a 
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new body-space as “[s]hopping for bodies” (Kureishi 2002, 24), disparaging the 

value of the body as an indispensable vehicle for experiences. 

Although many novels have thematised characters finding their minds to inhabit 
body-spaces, little to no theoretical approaches exist dealing with the body as in-

habitable space. In this chapter, I combine insights from body theory, philosophy 

and theories of narrative space to argue that, through representing characters as 
experiencing the body as a container detached from the mind, the body becomes 

an interchangeable commodity. In what follows, I review important approaches to 
theorizing space, as well as research on mind-body dualism. I will then show how 

these concepts are represented in “The Body” by analysing exemplifying passages 

from the text. 

2 Theorizing Space 

The concept of space arguably plays a significant role in narratives by not only fram-

ing a story but “as the environment in which characters move and live and in which 

the action takes place”, often also linked to “such crucial topics as power relations, 
conceptions of history, of memory, of the body and of identity” (Dennerlein 2014, 

1). As Teresa Bridgeman puts it,  

[n]arratives unfold in time, and the past, present, and future of a given event or action affect 

our interpretations of that action, while the characters who populate narrative texts move 

around, inhabit and experience different spaces and locations, allowing readers to construct 

complex worlds in their minds. (2014, 52) 

Although space seems to be of such importance to the reading and understanding 

of narrative texts, theoretical approaches to literary representations of space have 
only gathered pace recently. This is partly due to Lessing’s claim that only painting 

is an art of space, while literature is an art of time, thus denying the narrative’s 
setting its importance while focusing solely on its chronological aspects (see Mitch-

ell 1984, 98; Zoran 1984, 310; Buchholz & Jahn 2005, 551; Jahn 2021, 67). A change 

towards an integration of space into narratology can be traced back to what Jameson 
(1991) has called the “spatial turn”, which Ryan et al. describe as “the recognition 

of the material dimensions of society and culture and, in particular, of the im-

portance of space and place in theory and method” (2016, 2). While earlier research 
often focused on either space or time, Bakhtin’s notion of the ‘chronotope’ stresses 

the inseparability of the concepts of time and space in the novel (1981 [1938]). Sim-
ilar ideas are suggested by Genette (“diégèse”, 1972) and Herman (“storyworld“, 

2005), both of which consider, according to Ryan, “the space-occupying existents 

and the temporally extending events […] referred to by narrative discourse” (Ryan 
2014).  

The term space as such is not unambiguous and has been used in various ways 

with regard to the application to literary texts (see Zoran 1984, 309). For this article, 
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I suggest an understanding of space as an object, in line with Katrin Dennerlein 

who defines it as having “an inside and an outside that serves or may serve as the 
surroundings of characters. A space therefore is something characters can res ide in 

or go into” (2014, 5). In her argumentation, defining space as an object “allows us 

to deal with objects in fictional texts that are usually not made for human beings 
but become surroundings of characters in a narrative world” (18). Such a definition 

of space appears suitable for analysing speculative fiction in which all kinds of 
spaces are possible: “Literary fiction is probably the most active experimental labor-

atory of the world-constructing enterprise” (Doležel 1998, xi).  

When conceptualizing space as part of a storyworld including characters and 
objects, one has to consider yet another differentiation made with regard to defining 

space. Dennerlein refers to the distinction between absolute and relativistic con-

cepts of space. According to the absolute concept, space is called “absolute” be-
cause it exists independently of people and objects, animate or inanimate. Locations 

within this space are referred to as “places” and every object occupies only one 
place at a given time, existing not only before but also independently of it (cf. Den-

nerlein 2009, 61). The relativist concept of space, on the other hand, understands 

space as a set of positional relationships of physical bodies. ‘Space’ is not a container 
here, but is only constituted from these positional relationships. Space and place, 

consequently, do not exist independently or prior to bodies. Since bodies can move, 

this space is not a pre-existing constant but changeable. Within the relativist notion 
of space, there is no such thing as empty space, and a place can only ever be a place 

of something. When a body is no longer in a place, the place also ceases to exist 
(ibid.). 

Dennerlein makes use of the two above-mentioned notions of space to argue 

for space to be understood as a container, taking up Lakoff and Johnson’s approach 
to human conceptions of space as the outcome of basic human experience of one ’s 

own body. In Metaphors We Live By (1980), Lakoff and Johnson claim that “[w]e are 

physical beings, bounded and set off from the rest of the world by the surface of 
our skins, and we experience the rest of the world as outside us. Each of us is a 

container, with a bounding surface and an in-out orientation” (29). Thus, in Lakoff 
and Johnson’s view, the body can be understood as a container that is delimited 

from an outside by its own skin, which, in turn, leads to inflicting a similar limitation 

or boundedness on the surrounding environment and the objects it entails: “We 
project our own in-out orientation onto other physical objects that are bounded by 

surfaces. Thus we also view them as containers with an inside and an outside. 

Rooms and houses are obvious containers. Moving from room to room is moving 
from out of one room and into another” (ibid., 29; see also Dennerlein 2009, 63). 

In a later publication, The Body in the Mind (1987), Mark Johnson introduces image 
schemata as resulting from said experience of bodily boundedness. He argues that 

[o]ur encounter with containment and boundedness is one of the most pervasive features of 

our bodily experience. We are intimately aware of our bodies as three-dimensional 
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containers into which we put certain things (food, water, air) and out of which other things 

emerge (food and water wastes, air, blood, etc.) From the beginning, we experience constant 

physical containment in our surroundings (those things that envelop us). We move in and 
out of rooms, clothes, vehicles, and numerous kinds of bounded spaces. We manipulate 

objects, placing them in containers (cups, boxes, cans, bags, etc.). In each of these cases there 

are repeatable spatial and temporal organizations. In other words, there are typical sche-

mata for physical containment. (1987, 21) 

Johnson claims that the described boundedness is what is needed to experience 
most notably the difference between inside and outside, specifically with regard to 

“three-dimensional containment” which he defines as “being limited or held within 

some three-dimensional enclosure, such as a womb, a crib, or a room” (ibid., 21-
22). Johnson further argues that such an understanding of “physical in-out orienta-

tion” does not just generally involve restrictions but also a limitation of forces, both 

internal as well as external (cf. ibid., 22): While the experience of containment im-
plies and provides a sheltering from external forces, it also implies a restriction of 

internal forces, i.e. from within the container: “When I am in a room, or in a jacket, 
I am restrained in my forceful movements” (cf. ibid., 22). Although not explicitly 

mentioned by Johnson (only hinted at by the mentioning of the womb), the body 

itself can be counted as, and become, such a three-dimensional space in which one 
experiences themselves to be contained, or even trapped: While one can certainly 

change and improve certain aspects of one’s own body, it is (so far) impossible to 

change the body as a whole, which might cause the feeling of being caught in the 
wrong, or an overly flawed, body (see, for example, body dysmorphic disorder, etc.). 

Similarly, neurological disorders such as the locked-in syndrome lead to patients 
being fully paralysed but consciously aware of their surroundings. Although not able 

to speak or move at all, those affected can fully comprehend their situation cogni-

tively but are unable to communicate in any other way than through eye movement 
(Cleveland Clinic, 2022). Here, the effect of feeling trapped in one’s own body ap-

pears to be an obvious consequence. 

In narrative discourse, according to Lethbridge and Mildorf (2004), the media-
tion of the experience of confinement depends on the spatial descriptions and the 

atmosphere it creates. Here, spatial descriptions of confinement can make sense 
primarily because of our real-life experiences that are brought in and contribute to 

the overall experience of a story. The description of a confined space might “make 

us feel trapped and claustrophobic, while tight corners can increase our fear of the 
hidden and the unknown” (Eckenhoff & Tan 2021, 76). Hence, since space seems 

to play a crucial role for understanding narratives, the following part will take a more 

detailed look at narratological approaches to space. 
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3 Narrative Space and Discourse 

As described above, interest in narratological approaches to space has increased 

rapidly over the past few years. No longer seen as just a setting for action, space is 

acknowledged to play a more prominent role in narratives: It can be “a focus of 
attention, a bearer of symbolic meaning, an object of emotional investment, a means 

of strategic planning, a principle of organization, and even a supporting medium” 

(2016, 1). In their recent publication on Narrating Space/Spatializing Narrative, Ryan, 
Foote, and Azaryahu put forth two basic possibilities of how space can play a role 

in narrative: “On the one hand, it can be an object of representation, on the other, 
it can function as the environment in which narrative is physically deployed, or […] 

as the medium in which narrative is realized” (ibid.). One of the most important 

concepts used in this regard is that of narrative space, which encompasses the space 
and locations that make up the characters’ environment (cf. Buchholz & Jahn 2015). 

Buchholz and Jahn argue that narrative space is defined by and through an inter-

twined framework of four aspects, namely “(1) by the boundaries that separate it 
from coordinate, superordinate, and subordinate spaces, (2) by the objects which it 

contains, (3) by the living conditions which it provides, and (4) by the temporal 
dimension to which it is bound” (Buchholz & Jahn 2015, 552). All four aspects 

come into play when considering the body as a possible space. The body as space is 

always also a body in space, which, very much in line with Lakoff and Johnson’s 
claim about the container’s bounded surface (see above), is separated from sur-

rounding spaces by its skin and makes up the fundamental basis for all living con-

ditions. Rather than containing objects, it is defined by the interplay between the 
body and that which resides inside, the mind. Last but not least, the body as space 

exists in time and is not only limited, but also strongly influenced by it through the 
process of ageing, an aspect that plays a major role in the short story considered for 

this chapter. 

Another helpful distinction is made by Ronen in her article on “Space in Fiction” 
(1986) in which she differentiates between framed and framing spaces, as well as 

her definition of setting as the “current base-level spatial frame, equivalent to the 

space represented on a theatrical stage” (cf. Buchholz & Jahn 2005, 552). Ronen 
defines a frame as “the actual or potential surrounding of a fictional character” 

which “differ according to their position in the overall organization of the fictional 
universe” (Ronen 1986, 421-23). Thus, a frame can either be realized as direct en-

vironment for the fictional entities around which the narrative revolves, or as less 

immediate in relation to those components (cf. Ronen 1986, 425). Ryan, building 
up on Ronen’s concept, claims that spatial frames can be interpreted as “shifting 

scenes of action” which “may flow into each other” as characters move from one 

frame into another (Ryan 2009, 421-422). She further states that spatial frames are 
“hierarchically organized by relations of containment (a room is a subspace of a 

house), and their boundaries may be either clear-cut (the bedroom is separated from 
the salon by a hallway) or fuzzy (e.g. a landscape may slowly change as the character 
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moves through it)” (ibid.). Here again a connection can be made to the concept of 

the container described above, as well as to the claim that the body might serve as 

such a container-space. Similarly, both the container and the spatial frame are de-
pendent on relations of containment and the boundaries that distinguish where one 

frame or container ends and another might begin. If the body is the framed space, 

then every space that it moves in and out of, every space that surrounds it, becomes 
a framing space. Thus, as the body-space moves between different framing spaces, 

these, in turn, become what Buchholz and Jahn describe as “contiguous subspaces”, 
with the body-space moving unrestrictedly from one to the other (cf. 2005, 552). 

Such an account of spatial information in narrative text can be called a textualization 

of space, which, according to Ryan “becomes a narrativization when space is not 
described for its own sake, as it would be in a tourist guide, but becomes the setting 

of an action that develops in time” (2009, 423, emphasis in original). In this process 

of narrativizing space, focalization can become an important factor. While a text 
might provide us with a detailed description of a space, it is the perspective of a 

focalizer that draws a reader’s attention to specific, sometimes emotionally charged, 
aspects of it: “When we see through the eyes of a protagonist (who thereby becomes 

the “focalizer”), his or her location becomes the center of experience” (Bridgeman 

2014, 62). Here, the effect for the reader can also depend on which type of focali-
zation is used to describe the space at hand. Eckenhoff and Tan state that “[i]nternal 

focalisation, for instance, might inspire the ‘tour’ method that situates the reader at 

ground-level for slow exploration that is accompanied by risks and uncertainties” 
(2021, 74). Such an inner perspective can influence the affective effect of the nar-

rated space, which can lead to both positive and negative emotional reactions in the 
reader depending on the description the text offers.  

The notion that space can trigger emotional responses in the reader goes back 

to Gaston Bachelard’s Poetics of Space (2014 [1957]), in which he postulates the con-
cept of the lived or experienced space: “The term itself indicates that human (or 

‘natural’) conceptions of space always include a subject who is affected by (and in 

turn affects) space, a subject who experiences and reacts to space in a bodily way, a 
subject who ‘feels’ space through existential living conditions, mood, and atmos-

phere.” (Buchholz & Jahn 2005, 553). The same holds true for Ryan’s discussion of 
emotional space, which she defines as the “experience of space associated with af-

fective reactions” (Ryan 2015, 106). From Ryan’s point of view, “[e]motional space 

is best represented by pictures taken from a horizontal perspective – an elevation 
view – because this perspective captures the perception of the human body, and 

therefore comes closest to the lived, embodied experience that produces emotions” 

(ibid.). Here, the question arises what happens if the body itself becomes the lived 
space that is perceived from an internal perspective and which is, arguably, almost 

always associated with, and a trigger for, affective reactions.  
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4 Mind-Body Dualism, Cerebrocentrism and the Body-in-
Space 

The idea that the mind and body are two separate entities can probably be dated 

back as far as Plato but it is usually Descartes’ position we take into consideration 
with regard to body-mind dualism. Descartes suggested that there is a stark contrast 

between the mind as incorporeal entity and the body’s senses, which can be sepa-

rated entirely from each other (cf. Rozemond 1998, xiii): “I am therefore, precisely 
speaking, only a thing which thinks, that is to say, a mind, understanding, or reason, 

[…] I am not this assemblage of limbs called the human body” ([1641] 1968, 105). 
Descartes regarded the body as unreliable with regard to the senses and instead saw 

the mind as “seat of identity” in which he put his trust (cf. Babb, 2002, 198). Fur-

thermore, Descartes was convinced that the mind is able to function independently 
from the body. He therefore claimed that his “mind […] is entirely and truly distinct 

from [his] body, and may exist without it” (1968, 156; see also Babb 2002, 198). 

Similar claims were made by John Locke, who suggested that “personhood is lo-
cated in the continuity of memory and consciousness, while the continuity of a par-

ticular substance is not necessary” (Front 2020, 488). A more recent approach to 
the matter is that of “brainhood” or what Paul Root Wolpe has termed “cerebro-

centrism”. (cf. 2017, 208; Vidal 2009, 6). Vidal defines brainhood as “the property 

or quality of being, rather than simply having, a brain”, using the example that “[i]f 
the brain of A could be transplanted into the body of B, then it is not B who would 

receive a new brain, but A who would gain a new body” (Vidal 2009 6, emphasis in 

original). Correspondingly, Wolpe criticizes cerebrocentrism for focusing on the 
brain as locus for all that makes us exceptional, while “[t]he body is simply a support 

system for the brain, and has no significant contribution to who we are as integrated 
beings”: “Putting Fred’s head on Simon’s body results unproblematically in a hu-

man who is still thoroughly Fred, in every aspect of “Fredness” that is important” 

(2017, 208). The body is reduced to host for the brain, with no deeper effect on 
what makes us human.  

This arguably reductionist approach has rightly been criticized as devaluing “the 

kind of experience that come from having a body with various sensorimotor capac-
ities” which are, in turn, “embedded in a more encompassing biological, psycholog-

ical and cultural context” (Varela et al. 1991, 173). This embodied approach asserts 
that the brain cannot be separated from the body but that “we gain multimodal 

sensory experiences” through the body’s interaction in space (Eckenhoff & Tan 

2021, 66). Thus, the brain is not the sole dominant force determining the experi-
ences we as humans make; rather, it is an interplay of several factors, namely “the 

organism’s physiology, its sensorimotor activity and the environment” (Front 2020, 

490). Furthermore, neuroscientific research has also resulted in the discovery that 
the brain is unable to function properly outside of the body, leading to the assump-

tion that the self is not existing only in the brain (ibid.) but that it “relies on the 
intrinsic link between the cognition of a person and his/her body” (491).  
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In overlooking the enactivist approach to body and mind as “inseparably inter-

twined in mental processes” (Thompson 2007, 6) and describing them as two dif-

ferent entities with the mind being able to exist and function independently of the 
body, the relation between mind and body is called into question, putting forth a 

neuroessentialist view of what the self is constituted of. 

5 The Body as Space in Kureishi’s “The Body” (2002) 

Hanif Kureishi’s short story “The Body”, published in 2002, deals with an ageing 
playwright who, struggling with his advancing age, accepts to have his mind trans-

planted into a new, younger body without considering the dire consequences this 
might have. The protagonist, Adam, acts as an internal focalizer throughout the 

story, letting the reader take part in every step of the process. Having been offered 

to leave his former life behind, Adam decides for a first trial-run, “a short-term body 
rental” of six months after which he can decide whether he wants to return to his 

old life or to stay in the new, younger body (Kureishi 2002, 21).  

Already in the beginning, even before Adam makes the decision of having his 
brain transplanted into a new body, the bodies in the story are described in spatial 

terms: When Ralph tells Adam about how he came to be part of such an exciting 
new project, he describes his wife’s degenerative illness as her being “a healthy 

driver in a car that wouldn’t respond” (12). Her body is falling apart while her brain 

seems to only “need a new body” (ibid.) to be able to live on. Here, the body is 
compared to a car, an object that is usually repairable or replaceable when broken, 

while the brain might just need to change from one driver’s seat to the next. Ralph’s 

story convinces Adam to consider the operation, himself being dissatisfied with his 
ageing body and the ailments that go along with it. Although sceptical about it at 

first, he prepares for the operation and begins “to look forward to ‘the change’” 
and to envision “all that [he] would do in [his] new skin” (20). Pointing out his new 

skin in the way of separating it from his self not only emphasizes the split of body 

and mind, it also creates two spaces of action: For one, the body space Adam in-
habits before the operation and secondly, the body space that he is transferred into 

during the operation. He moves out of one space to move into a new one. Further-

more, one can argue that both bodies can be understood as spatial frames in the 
sense described by Ronen and Ryan (see above): Here, both frames are realized as 

direct environment for the fictional entity around which the narrative revolves, 
which, in this case, is the main character Adam, more specifically, his mind (cf. 

Ronen 1986, 425). Both body-spaces thus become the “scenes of action” but in-

stead of flowing into each other, there is a clear-cut boundary of moving out of the 
old body into the new one (cf. Ryan 2009, 421-422). Similar to Lakoff and Johnson’s 

description of the bounded surface, both spatial frames (the old and the new body) 

are separated by the skin, becoming a three-dimensional container for the brain 
contained in it. 
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When being brought into the place where the selectable bodies are stored, Adam 

is reminded of the experience of choosing clothes as a child: 

Suspended in harnesses, there were rows and rows of bodies: the pale, the dark and the in-

between; the mottled, the clear-skinned, the hairy and the hairless, the bearded and the 

large-breasted; the tall, the broad and the squat. Each had a number in a plastic wallet 
above the head. Some looked awkward, as though they were asleep, with their heads lolling 

slightly to one side, their legs at different angles. Others looked as though they were about 
to go for a run. All the bodies, as far as I could see, were relatively young; some of them 

looked less like young adults than older children. The oldest were in their early forties. I 

was reminded of the rows of suits in the tailors I’d visit as a boy with my father. Except 
these were not cloth coverings but human bodies, born alive from between a woman ’s legs. 

(Kureishi 2002, 23-24) 

The bodies become containers, perceived spaces that Adam can choose to move 
into. Adam himself refers to the process as “shopping for bodies” (24) in a “ware-

house of the lost” (25). With this, a comparison is drawn between bodies and 
clothes: the bodies become wearable. This impression is even further stressed by 

the doctor who accompanies Adam in the room full of bodies: ‘’’Why don’t you 

browse?’ said the surgeon, leaving me with the nurse. ‘Choose a short list, perhaps. 
Write down the numbers you fancy. We can discuss your choices. This is the part I 

enjoy” (24). The doctor encourages Adam to choose the body he likes just as a 

friend would do on a shopping trip in an almost playful fashion: “You know what 
I like to do? Guess in advance who I think the person will choose, and wait to see 

whether I am right. Often I am’” (24). The clothes-comparison is carried further 
through the plot: When leaving the hall, Adam notices a locked door, asking the 

nurse about what was kept in there. The nurse explains that it was the storage for 

the old bodies, referring to them as “facility” (26). When Adam wonders about the 
term, the nurse explains “The body you’re wearing at the moment” (ibid.). The body 

becomes an object, something that can be worn and changed similar to an old 

jumper that is thrown out when it has served its purpose.  
While walking through the room containing the choosable body-spaces, Adam 

notices how perceiving the bodies from the outside and judging them in the way 
one would judge the looks of clothes on a rack diminishes their worth: “I looked, 

as one might look too long at a painting, until its value – the value of life – seemed 

to evaporate, existing only as a moment of embodied frustration between two eter-
nities” (25). While Adam understands and subliminally criticizes the process of 

choosing a body-space in such a derogatory way, he does not refuse to do so. In-

stead, he gets carried away selecting a body in a similarly superficial manner:  

I considered several bodies but kept moving, hoping for something better. At last, I stopped. 

I had seen ‘my guy’. Or rather, he had seemed to choose me. Stocky and as classically 
handsome as any sculpture in the British Museum, he was neither white nor dark but 

lightly toasted, with a fine, thick penis and heavy balls. I would, at last, have the body of 
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an Italian footballer: an aggressive, attacking midfielder, say. My face resembled that of 

the young Alain Delon with, naturally, my own brain leading this combination out to play 

for six months. (ibid.) 

Although Front argues that “[t]he new embodiment allows for reinvention precisely 

because of all the meanings and experiences imprinted on the body which is ‘a locus 

of identification’” (2020, 491), Adam does not fail to point out that it is his brain 
that will be in charge of the newly chosen body for the time of the occupation. 

After choosing the body that he wants to spend the six-months trial run in, 
Adam is prepared for the surgery. Here, not only the transition between the two 

bodies, but also between the two spatial frames, becomes most obvious. While his 

old body feels like “just an object to be worked on”, Adam visualizes his “new body 
being taken from its rack and prepared in another room” (27). After the transplan-

tation, Adam moves from outside of the perceived space into the space which is 

the body. When waking up after the surgery, he experiences his new body as a 
strange place in which he has to re-orient himself, similar to a new flat his mind is 

now inhabiting: “I was coming round because I was aware of a blaze of need. But 
my form felt like a building I’d never been in. Where exactly was this feeling coming 

from? What did I want?” (Kureishi 2002, 35). The transition between the bodies is 

emphasized when Adam notices that mentally, he has not yet moved completely 
from one frame into the other: “Somehow, I became aware that I was without my 

body. It might be better to say I was suspended between bodies: out of mine and 

not yet properly in another” (31-32). His newly chosen body thus becomes a space 
for lived experience, or, in the terminology brought forth by Ryan, an emotional 

space which, at first, appears uncomfortable to be in. The estranging effect of the 
new body, and thus also the split between mind and body as two different entities 

is further strengthened when Adam, shortly after having been transferred, is asked 

to sign his memoirs by a nurse working at the hospital. Here, it becomes clear that 
it is not just Adam who has to adjust to his new body-space, but his new body 

appears reluctant to old behaviour:  

Writing my old name with my new fingers I had to bend over from a different height. For 
the first time in years, I did so without having to adjust my posture to avoid an expected 

pain. I stood back and stared at my signature, which resembled a bad forgery of my own 
scrawl. I took another piece of paper and scribbled my name again and again. However 

hard I tried, I couldn’t make it come out like the old one. (Kureishi 2002, 37) 

Later on, Adam tries to explain how he experiences his new body-space and the 
feeling of not being alone, that his new body remembers his old ‘owner’: “It’s as if 

I have a ghost or shadow-soul inside me. I can feel things, perhaps memories, of 

the man who was here first. Perhaps the physical body has a soul. There ’s a phrase 
of Freud’s that might apply here: the bodily ego, he calls it, I think” (45). Such a 

description of not being alone in the new body hints at how one’s mind might leave 
an impression on the inhabited body. In a similar fashion as Merleau-Ponty’s 
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concept of the habitual body and Fuchs’s ‘body memory’, Adam’s body seems to 

react to “the acquired dispositions, skills, and habits that implicitly influence one’s 
present experience and behavior” (Fuchs 2012, 10). Similar to an apartment that is 

designed and decorated by its occupant in order to create a certain atmosphere, the 

body space also seems to be atmospherically influenced by its previous owner. The 
body does not only become a lived space for Adam, but is also a space that has been 

lived in before, hence triggering an almost uncanny feeling not only in the protago-
nist but also the reader, comparable to a haunted house.  

During the time of trying out his new body, Adam meets several other Newbod-

ies, one of which offers him to buy his current body off him to give it to his termi-
nally ill brother. In Matte’s view, bodies are just a commodity, comparable to often-

worn clothes: “As with new jeans, Newbodies are better the more they’re worn in. 

You forget you’re in them” (96). The comparison to wearable bodies is reinforced 
when he tells Adam that he wants to open a shop “where you go to buy the body 

you want” (96) and that the body he is wearing “isn’t valuable in itself, but the work 
that’s been done on it is” (98). The bodies are devalued to the extent that they only 

serve as facilities for the brain in case the previous body fails, “like slotting an engine 

into a car, rather than having to redesign the car itself each time” (100). The brain 
becomes the steering mechanism in need of a vehicle, while the body is reduced to 

a mere manoeuvrable object. 

After spending several months in his new body, Adam experiences a dissociation 
from his body-space since his mature mind does not seem to fit his young outer 

appearance. While, on the one hand, he misses the close relationship with his wife, 
he, on the other hand, realizes that he cannot find satisfaction in the encounters 

with people of his alleged age. Trying to reverse the process to move back into his 

old body, Adam discovers that the hospital in which his body was stored, has been 
abandoned. Eventually, Adam has to understand that the bodily container he has 

chosen for only a short period of time now becomes a trap, turning him into “a 

stranger on the earth, a nobody with nothing, belonging nowhere, a body alone, 
condemned to begin again, in the nightmare of eternal life” (126). Although in the 

beginning, the changing of body-spaces is described as a dynamic process with a 
rather fluid transfer from one into another, similar to the spatial frames described 

by Ryan, Adam’s experience of the space he inhabits becomes quite static when he 

realizes that he cannot move back into his former body-space anymore. Adam’s 
perception of eternal confinement in his new body adds to the understanding of the 

body-space as three-dimensional container, which feels almost claustrophobic to be 

in. 
 



ZELTForum – Band 12  215 

 

 

6 Conclusion 

Hanif Kureishi’s short story explores prevailing themes such as brainhood and the 
almost obsessive quest for everlasting youth and health, while investigating ques-

tions of how the mind and body are connected and the effects one has on the other. 

The plot is representative of societal and historical assumptions that the brain is the 
seat of identity, the locus of the self. This is mainly done by describing the body as 

a wearable object, something to be changed as soon as old age and illness have set 

in.  
In the above analysis, I have tried to show that bodies are represented as spaces, 

functioning solely as containers for the brain. In doing so, bodies become disposa-
ble goods, “consumed as therapeutic products by the ageing population” (Karmakar 

& Parui 2020, 4). With a growing awareness of his own mortality and pressure from 

society that happiness depends on age, Adam cannot resist the temptation of re-
newed youth. Adam is affected by his new body in so far as he feels a disconnection 

between his mind and the new space it occupies. Cut off from his old life, Adam 

experiences the acquired body-space as constricting, so much so that he wants to 
move back into his old body. Only when he realizes that this is made impossible for 

him by external circumstances does he recognize the actual value of his original 
body. 

Finally, it can be said that the short story criticizes the concept of cerebrocen-

trism and the concomitant position that the self can be reduced to the brain. The 
value of the body, however, is reduced to a personal spatial object, connected with 

the human experience of being “in it”.  
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