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General Preface

Among the most important developments in contemporary global cul-
ture is the arrival of Western literary criticism and literary theory in China.
FLTRP is to be congratulated for its imagination and foresight in making
these crucial texts available to teachers and students of literature through-
out China. There is arguably no greater force in producing understand-
ing between peoples than the transmission of literary traditions—the
great heritage of narrative, lyric, and prose forms that give cultures their
distinctive character. Literary criticism and theory stand at the cross-
roads of these transmissions. It is the body of writing that reflects on
what a literature has meant to a culture. It investigates the moral, political,
and experiential dimensions of literary traditions, linking form to content,
literature to history, the sensuous love of literature to analytic

understanding.

The availability of these important texts will greatly help students and
teachers to become acquainted with recent criticism and major critical
theories and movements. I am convinced that the series will make an
important contribution to the literary education of China, increasing lit-
eracy in new fields and international understanding at the same time. It
is an extraordinarily timely venture, at a time when comparative literary
study in a global context has become increasingly important for
professionals, and beyond that, for a general readership that seeks a deeper
understanding of literature.

W. J. T. Mitchell

Gaylord Donnelley Distinguished Service Professor
English and Art History

University of Chicago

Editor, Critical Inquiry
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Introduction

This book is intended as a guide to late twentieth-century American
fiction for the undergraduate student and the general reader. The
principal objective has been to offer substantial and detailed
interpretations of the primary texts, and to suggest contexts in
which those novels might usefully be considered. The discussions of
the novels attempt to achieve a balance between interpretation
and sometimes necessary expository comments, although even
exposition is interpretative in the way that it prioritizes certain
aspects of narrative above others. The chapters take certain subject
areas in American life and investigate their representation in fiction.
This is necessarily a two-way process in which the reading of fiction
conditions what the reader deems to be important in the American
social text, and this relationship is one of the most difficult issues that
this book seeks to tacitly manage: how does a critic move with con-
fidence between the literary text and the social text? Clearly, it is no
simple correspondence. The texts that a culture produces must in
some way be a measure of its social reality because the authors of
those texts are themselves products of their culture. An equally dif-
ficult issue is the one of selection; it is not claimed that the novels of
this study are ‘representative’ of the United States, rather that they are
detailed fictional enquiries into the particular subject areas. There is
an important formal aspect here too: none of these novels can be
limited ultimately to considerations under one subject heading only,
and the chapters of this book are not discrete and exclusive categories.
The Bluest Eye is considered here under ‘family’, but it also addresses
issues of racial politics, of culture and nature, of gender and history, of
economics and the power of the media to propagate particular ideas
about aesthetic value. It is the novel’s powerful synthesis of these
themes that makes The Bluest Eye worth studying. White Noise is not
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simply about technology, but equally about the family, and High
Lonesome is a collection of stories not just about the power of language
but which also offers an analysis of male desire. All of these works
might be configured in terms of different cultural and critical rubrics
to give different readings: In Country can be interpreted as a novel
about gender and history, but equally about the power of consumer-
ism. One thing remains constant, given that Contemporary American
Fiction does not pretend to be value-free: all of these novels have a
high degree of artistic merit; they are not simply indicative of a cul-
tural category or social trend but stand as significant achievements as
novels. In 1971 Tony Tanner wrote that City of Words was ‘motivated
mainly by a sense of admiration for the wide range of individual tal-
ent’ in American fiction of the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s. That view is
strongly endorsed here. American fiction of the late twentieth century
is characterized by an extraordinary proliferation of excellent primary
texts, both from established writers who are still producing remark-
able works (John Updike, Philip Roth) and from younger writers
whose first novels are worthy of inclusion alongside the best of their
elders (Gish Jen, Chang-rae Lee). This book then is a synthesis of a
number of different and competing critical agendas.

To represent late twentieth-century fiction of the United States in a
single critical survey is a difficult proposition involving issues of selec-
tion which only beg more difficult questions about cultural value and
ideological choices. These are matters of politics because ultimately
all aesthetic issues are political issues. Students of the politics of the
canon might reasonably ask, why these authors and texts, and on
what ideological bases are critical decisions made about cultural
value; what world-view is implicitly invoked in the selection of these
texts, and what subject positions are denied or refuted when other
authors and texts are silently passed over? Students should always ask
what is valorized as culturally significant and why, because that ques-
tion is always part of any cultural enquiry or education, and asking it
of this book can only be beneficial. This book might betray its
author’s European origins and prejudices about what is interesting
and significant in American fiction, and, of necessity, it involves
anthological compromise, but the writer is confident that its authors
will still be studied seriously into the twenty-first century. Contempor-
ary American Fiction concentrates on the younger writers who bear the



