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Contemporary Fiction: A Very Short Introduction



VERY SHORT INTRODUCTIONS are for anyone wanting a stimulating
and accessible way in to a new subject. They are written by experts, and
have been published in more than 25 languages worldwide.

The series began in 1995, and now represents a wide variety of topics in
history, philosophy, religion, science, and the humanities. The VSI library
now contains more than 300 volumes—a Very Short Introduction to
everything from ancient Egypt and Indian philosophy to conceptual art and
cosmology—and will continue to grow in a variety of disciplines.
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Chapter 1
Saying everything

Literature thinks.

Literature is where ideas are investigated, lived out, explored in all
their messy complexity. Sometimes these ideas look quite simple:
What if you fell in love with someone who seems quite unsuitable
for you? What happens if there is a traitor in your spy network?
Sometimes they might appear more complicated: How can

I reconstruct my memory of an event I can’t recall? Perhaps, too,
‘think’ is not the right word: ‘think’ is too limiting a description
of the range of what a novel can do with ideas. In any event,

the way literature thinks is bound up with what it’s like to be us,
to be human. Literature is how we make ourselves intelligible

to ourselves. And contemporary fiction matters because it is how
we work out who we are now, today.

I believe the novel is the best way of doing this. Of all the arts,

the novel is the most thoughtful, the closest, the most personal.
Unlike the visual arts or architecture or music or computer games,
the novel uses only language. Nearly every one of us is an expert
user of language and, more importantly, nearly everyone is an
expert creator in language. Every day we use words to express
ourselves and to tell stories, to make patterns out of our reality.
We all share and thrive in language: we are much more intimate



Contemporary Fiction

with the novel’s medium than we are with theatre or film.

Unlike much poetry or painting, fiction has narrative, sometimes
in complex ways. We share this with the novel, too, because each
of us, in the stories we tell every day, is a skilled author and weaver
of narrative. We can all judge a novel by the high and demanding
standards of our own use of words and stories and by our own
patterns of reality. Because it takes longer to read a novel than it
does to see a film or to listen to a piece of music and because
novels demand more time and energy, they are more immersive.
This is the origin of phrases like ‘losing yourself in a book’ or

‘the book speaks to me), as if a novel was more than just ink on a
page or words on a screen. We live in novels more than in any
other art form, and after reading them, they stay with us

(an ‘after-reading’). The novel is still the art form most deeply
and directly engaged with us.

More than this, the contemporary novel is the best way of
thinking about who we are now because fiction is also the freest
of all the arts. Despite many attempts to create one, there is no
real, watertight definition of fiction. It’s not simply ‘made up), it
doesn’t just tell a story. Originally, ‘definition’ meant the setting
of bounds or limits: it’s not at all clear what the limits of fiction
are, or indeed if there are any. The controversial French
philosopher Jacques Derrida, who thought and wrote a great
deal about this, described literature as a ‘strange institution’ and
argued that the ‘institution of fiction...gives in principle the
power to say everything, to break free of the rules’ He defines
fiction as a form of writing that has no definition, no limits in
what it can say. The most important consequence of this is that
a novel can respond to any aspect of the world that the writer is
interested in, can be about anything, and can take any form or
forms it chooses. The world is multiple and complex: so is the
novel. There are no hard and fast rules for reading (or writing)
fiction. A novel might go absolutely anywhere or do anything.
This is the idea, this excitement, this freedom of the
contemporary novel, that underlies this book.
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This unbound freedom of fiction in combination with the huge
number of novels published every year (too many each year for
any one person to read in a lifetime) also means that, in
contemporary fiction, there can be no real experts in the
conventional sense: who, anyway, could be an expert on flowing
quicksilver that can go anywhere? But thinking about novels in
this way, thinking about how they think, does offer ways of
avoiding common pitfalls. For example, what a novel thinks is not
the same as what an author thinks. Some book reviewers and
journalists, perhaps inadvertently, suggest that we can only
appreciate a novel in the context of a writer’s life (and some
writers play up to this). Often, this means that we pay attention to
the correlation between two stories: the story of the novel (or a
bad summary of the novel) and the story of the writer’s life. Or,

in the case of contemporary fiction, we can listen to the author
her- or himself tell you what a book is about. Both of these mean
that we no longer pay attention to the actual novel itself, which is
surely why we were interested in the first place. One, very
excusable, reason for this phenomenon is that it is actually hard to
make out what ‘knowing about’ a novel actually means: knowing
the plot? knowing what it means while knowing that it means very
different things to very different people? knowing that it made you
cry or smile? In the face of this uncertainty, turning to the story of
an author’s life or opinions gives a sense of security that some

real fact is being told or some real ‘knowing about’ is happening.
This seems to me quite wrong-headed. Knowing that a book makes
you weep, or that it was boring, seems to me to be a fine subjective
sort of knowledge. Knowing how it seems to fit into some bigger
picture, finding its place in a larger constellation, seems to me to be
a better, if more provisional, form of knowledge. And paying
attention to its ‘thinking, what a novel seems to be saying, seems to
me to be the best form of knowing about contemporary fiction.

But none of these is ‘expertise’ as the word is usually understood.

This freedom of the novel also makes the question of ‘how we
work out who we are’ very demanding. ‘We’ is quite a complicated

3
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word, not least because it includes and excludes simultaneously.
Who ‘we’ are, the communities of which each of us feels a part, is
central to understanding the contemporary novel. The question is:
who is the ‘we’ made intelligible by a novel’s thinking? The novel
used to be seen as a place where a national tradition revealed and
reinforced a community, a ‘we’. However, modern novels have
become increasingly global, they cross and mix traditions and
cultures, travel, and are translated. The idea of a national tradition
of, say, the English or American or Kenyan novel has been
bypassed by globalization. Optimistically, the ‘post-national’ novel
might suggest that readers could learn about each other’s
differences, hopes, and fears and that our ‘we’ could be infinitely
enlarged. ‘We’ might all become intelligible to each other.
Pessimistically, some novels are ignored, misunderstood, or simply
marketed as exotic novelties, and in the face of the whole world,
our communities may become more defensive and less outgoing,.
Either way, the novel, like the human species, is now global and
the form is still coming to terms with this deep and recent change.

A further symptom of this unboundedness and of the
‘globalization’ of the novel is that there is no real agreement about
when the contemporary is. We know the contemporary ends in
the present, but when does it start? Traditionally, literary periods
take their dates from watershed historical moments. In Western
Europe, for example, the period of the contemporary might begin
in 1945. Yet, even within Europe, there are differences: in Spain,
the contemporary might begin with the death of Franco in 1975;
in Germany with the end of the Cold War in 1989 or reunification
in 1990. Outside Europe things are very different again:
contemporary might mean the end of the USSR in 1991 in Russia
or independence from Britain in 1947 in India. Different
communities have different senses of ‘when’ they are living, when
the current moment began. More, the rapid historical and
technological change through which we are living not only makes
the past recede faster, it also weakens the very historical
communities that define themselves by these sorts of dates,
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