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The Novel: An Undead Genre

Sibylle Baumbach and Birgit Neumann

1 The Several Lives of the Novel

The novel is dead, long live the novel! In the twentieth and twenty-first
century, almost each decade seems to have mourned the demise of the
novel as “an irretrievably exhausted and dying genre” (Boxall and Cheyette
2016, 1). And yet, the novel continues to thrive. Its enduring success can be
explained by a combination of different factors: The most basic explanation
is that the novel caters to our desire for narratives; we are, after all, ‘story-
telling animals’ (Gottschall 2012). Narratives are an essential part of our
everyday world-making: They help us navigate our increasingly complex
environments, structure our experiences, and “may offer not just immedi-
ately relevant social information but also general instances of human behav-
ior to guide our reflections and decisions” (Boyd 2009, 169). As a site
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2 S. BAUMBACH AND B. NEUMANN

for the modelling of cultural, social, and affective knowledge and experi-
ences, the novel proves indispensable for our being-in-the-world and our
understanding of ourselves, however provisional and fleeting that sense of
understandingmight be. As GuidoMazzoni states in hisTheory of theNovel,
“only in mimesis and fiction do human beings become aware of themselves
as individual, particular beings, thrown into time, located in a world, and
placed among others” (2017, 13). Paradoxically, in the face of the loom-
ing climate catastrophes and biophysical changes of the Anthropocene,
the novel also increasingly serves as a way of registering the possible end of
human life and of imagining new posthuman configurations (cf. Vermeulen
2017).

The novel’s great success and longevity also derives from its immense
flexibility. As is well-known, VirginiaWoolf has fittingly compared the novel
to a “cannibal,” because it “has devoured so many forms of art” that “[w]e
shall be forced to invent new names for the different books which mas-
querade under this one heading” (1966, 224). Each form, trend, or topic
the novel consumes makes it stronger, more robust and more resilient and
confirms its ability to easily adapt to the rapid changes and challenges that
continue to shape post-millennium culture and society. Its vampiric and
protean qualities make the novel a truly ‘undead’ genre, or, following
Terry Eagleton, an “anti-genre,” as the novel “not just […] eludes def-
initions, but […] actively undermines them” (2004, 1) in the process of
reinventing itself with every cultural, political, and technological develop-
ment it encounters. Displaying enormous generic flexibility and offering
ample room for stylistic experimentation, the novel incessantly pushes the
boundaries of established narrative techniques and genres to their limits.

Novelty and innovation have always been the driving force of the novel.
This is already suggested by the term ‘novel,’ which promises ‘newness’
(Latinnovus—‘new’). Accordingly, a ‘novelist’ is essentially “[a]n innovator
(in thought or belief); someone who introduces something new or who
favours novelty” (Oxford English Dictionary, “novelist,” 1). As Michael
Schmidt underscores in his monumental history of the novel, “[t]he novel
takes in and takes on invention like no other literary form” (2014, 14).
Being devoid of “a set of stable thematic preoccupations, habits of address,
or social functions” (Kurnick 2009, 228), the novel is best understood
in terms of its formal and thematic “possibilit[ies]” (228), which allow it
to respond creatively to contemporary changes and an unfinished present.
Designating possibility, change, and innovation, the novel, Peter Boxall
notes, “both shapes the world and resists its demands” (2015, 12).
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Pervasive cultural, political, and technological changes at the dawn of
the century have created radically new contexts and predicaments for nar-
ratives. The financial crash of 2008 and the rise of neo-liberal politics, the
aftermath of the attacks of 9/11 and the so-called War on Terror, climate
catastrophes, the increase in migration and mobility, rapid globalisation,
the rise of populism, and a crisis of the European Union following the
Brexit referendum have had, and continue to have, a deep impact on liter-
ary cultures across the Anglophone world. Broader discussions on artificial
and human intelligence, on the virtual and the real, or the human and the
posthuman add a technological dimension to these concerns and challenge
us to reconsider the shifting meanings of ‘human life.’ We are inhabiting,
as Daniel Lea (2017, 4) puts it, “an era of truly dizzying uncertainty.” The
array of labels that have been invented to come to grips with the changes
of the first decades of the twenty-first century provide ample evidence of
such uncertainty: The new millennium has been labelled as the age of “the
digimodern, the altermodern, the hypermodern, the meta-modern, the
exomodern” (Lea 2017, 4), the Anthropocene, the posthuman, and many
more.

Critics have noted thatmany postmillennial novels reflect this complexity
and the ensuing “sense of the uncontrollability and uncertainty” (Adise-
shiah and Hildyard 2013, 2) by conveying “[a] destabilised realism” (12).
This particular inflection of realism makes use of “[t]emporal disordering
[…] to disorient the conventional ideological structuring of experience”
(12) and express the unbridled temporality of “a sleepless” (Lea 2017, 17)
global capitalism. It frequently combines “uncertainty, helplessness and
deep pessimism” with a “utopian vision, ethical responsibility and atten-
tion to the local and the unnoticed” (Adiseshiah and Hildyard 2013, 12).
According to Sian Adiseshiah and Rupert Hildyard, destabilised realism
is marked by “neo-modernist” elements (2013, 12), which pull together
realist and modernist modes of writing in expressly disjunctive ways. Even
as the postmillennial novel struggles to come to terms with reality and
expresses a new “reality hunger” (Shields 2011), it continuously empha-
sises the failures of language and of narrative to represent reality. Many
novels uneasily oscillate between confirming and undermining the power of
narrative in coping with reality as they seek to invent new symbolic devices
with which to grasp that reality (cf. Boxall 2013, 11–12). It is this peculiar
co-presence of “hope and melancholy,” “naïveté and knowingness,” “em-
pathy and apathy,” “totality and fragmentation” (Vermeulen and Van den
Akker 2010, 6) from which twenty-first-century novels by writers such as
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Ben Lerner, Jennifer Egan, Ali Smith, and David Mitchell derive their nar-
rative dynamics. Hovering between presenting “books of life” and “games
of truth” (Mazzoni 2017, 3 and 5), the novel, one could argue, has become
an arena for negotiating different concepts of ‘reality’ and ‘responsibility,’
while self-reflexively marking narrative’s failures in propelling change and
coping with life.

Technological advancements and new communication channels will con-
tinue to impact developments of the novel and pose new challenges to liter-
ary studies, starting with the task anticipated by Woolf, e.g. to “invent new
names” (1966, 224) to do justice to the various shapes in which the novel
will present itself in the future. At the same time, the materiality of the
novel and the problem of recording and restoring stories—which will be
intensified in the face of an expanding digital network of storytellers—con-
tinue to be matters of concern. A growing number of twenty-first-century
novels suggest that “the narrative mechanics which have allowed us to
negotiate our being-in-the-world, to inherit our pasts and to bequeath our
accumulated wisdom to the future, have failed” (Boxall 2013, 217). In his
study Contemporary Literature and the End of the Novel (2015a), Pieter
Vermeulen maintains that many contemporary novels increasingly register
their own “powerlessness” (3) and limits in responding to the political, eco-
logical, and economic demands of the present. Rather than self-consciously
claiming their power to intervene into contemporary socio-political con-
stellations, novels such as J.M. Coetzee’s SlowMan (2005) and Teju Cole’s
Open City (2011) “imagine weak forms of affect and life” (Vermeulen
2015a, 3). Inevitably, such “weak forms of affect and life” put pressure
upon habitual narrative forms and notions of narrativity. Time and again,
the exploration of “weak forms of affect and life” refuses to congeal into
narrative structure and gives rise to loose, fragmentary, and discontinuous
modes of representation. A number of twenty-first-century novels illustrate
that the narrative forms of the last millennium are no longer capable of ade-
quately responding to the changed notions of life, body, and agency (cf.
Boxall 2013, 217). While this reflection upon the changes and even break-
down of narratives could point to an instance of (self-) awareness of the
precarious status of the novel in post-millennium society, it simultaneously
reinforces the role of the novel as an agent that preserves and dissemi-
nates (cultural) knowledge of the past and present and thus opposes its
own effacement by absorbing even the failure of narratives (cf. Vermeulen
2015a, 3).



THE NOVEL: AN UNDEAD GENRE 5

One of the effects of the novel’s attempt to come to terms with the
present moment is the imagination of new forms of temporality that dis-
rupt the neat divisions between past, present, and future. These alternative,
non-linear temporalities, in which past, present, and future intermingle and
which create a sense of unknown time (cf. Baumbach et al. 2017), do not so
much articulate a sense of temporal disorientation ensuing from the pres-
sures and frictions of our accelerated present (cf. Lea 2017, 17). Rather,
the multi-layered and spiraling temporalities underlying novels such as Ali
Smith’s How to Be Both (2014) and Yvonne Owuor’s Dust (2013) make
available a “new set of historical possibilities” (Boxall 2013, 81). They undo
“the classical time of succession” (Virilio 2008, 27), including notions of
linear progress underpinning western modernity, to bring to the fore the
latent, possible pasts inscribed in the present, and open up new trajectories
into the future. As these early twenty-first-century novels fluidly blend dif-
ferent temporal dimensions and endlessly shift between several plotlines,
they create a sense of temporal simultaneity, a kind of “untensed, per-
petually self-creating time” (Boxall 2013, 58). What emerges from these
narrative endeavours is a weak, horizontally structured plot that thrives
on openness and possibility to give expression to what Hans Ulrich Gum-
brecht (2014) calls “our broad present” and that thoroughly challenges
teleological progress. The broad present is not grounded in the unifying
regime of abstract time. Rather, it emerges from the specificities of material
circumstances and the frequently unpredictable and multidirectional fluidi-
ties of embodied subjectivity, which invite us to “think […] disjunctively
about the human” (Chakrabarty 2012, 2).

The subversion of many traditional narrative forms is often accompanied
by strategies of defamiliarisation that are played out on the level of the plot
to reflect on constructions of alterity. As processes of migration and glob-
alisation have pushed the English novel into the direction of Anglophone
novels, such critical reflections frequently take issue with the standards of
colonial and Euro-American orders. One of the results of this questioning
is the emergence of a number of new postcolonial and transcultural subgen-
res, such as the black British Bildungsroman, postcolonial detective fiction,
and transcultural life writing. As writers, including Monica Ali, NoViolet
Bulawayo, and Dinaw Mengestu, have appropriated the Bildungsroman to
accentuate the subjectivity of those who were previously represented as
silenced objects, they have introduced new concepts of Bildung, agency,
subjectivity, and community. At the same time, they have instigated sev-
eral formal innovations, such as less teleologically structured plot models
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and different modes of characterisation, which frequently clash with both
the forms and norms of classical, western models. It seems that the dialec-
tic of appropriation and “exappropriation” (Derrida 2002, 37) is vital to
securing the long-term survival of the novel and the creation of ever new
subgenres. But this dialectic also lays bare some of the ideological premises
inscribed in the traditional Bildungsroman and shows the extent to which
forms and generic conventions are implicated in political issues (cf. Levine
2015). Joseph Slaughter (2007) has convincingly illustrated how the genre
of theBildungsroman has produced idealised imaginations of human rights,
including normative concepts of the human, which regulate representation
and authority in the legal sphere. What studies like Slaughter’s underline is
that literary forms are indeed seminal in constituting, but also challenging
and transforming epistemic, social, and symbolic orders. In a similar vein,
Caroline Levine (2015, 5) notes that “[f]orms do political work in particular
historical contexts.” Though there is certainly no homology between form
and function, the importance of forms in regulating what Jacques Rancière
calls the “distribution of the sensible,” understood as “the system of a pri-
ori forms determining what presents itself to sense experience” (2004, 13),
deserves critical attention in the study of the twenty-first-century novel.

As our previous remarks indicate, the development and updating of the
Anglophone novel thrive on the global circulation of generic conventions,
literary forms, and topical concerns. The novel’s multiplicity of subgenres
and narrative forms travel across cultures and periods (cf. Levine 2015),
while taking shape in distinct contexts. FrancoMoretti, in “Conjectures on
World Literature” (2000), has famously argued that the modern novel has
only emerged from processes of exchange between locally distinct contexts
and respective literary traditions. According to Moretti, the modern novel
“arises not as an autonomous development but as a compromise between a
Western formal influence (usually French or English) and local materials”
(2000, 58). While Moretti, who makes heavy use of world-system the-
ory, is certainly right in highlighting the importance of circulation to the
development of the novel, the west can by no means be regarded as a privi-
leged site of creative innovation (cf. Neumann and Rippl 2017). As scholars
such as Susan Stanford Friedman (2012, 502) have argued, it is erroneous
to reduce non-western contributions to the adding of what Moretti calls
“local materials.” In our contemporary world literary sphere, such rigid
divisions between centre and periphery have lost their epistemic validity.
More than ever, the novel comes into being in transculturally entangled,
though clearly unevenly structured spaces, which cannot be contained by
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any single cultural context. A range of critics, including Wai-Chee Dimock
(2006), Jahan Ramazani (2009), Susan Stanford Friedman (2006), Peter
Hitchcock (2009), and Caroline Levine (2015), have shown that certain
narrative forms—such as free indirect discourse, modes of characterisa-
tion, and representations of time—sprawl, spread‚ and travel across cultures
and time periods, entangling literatures from different parts of the world
into patterns of mutually transformative exchange (cf. Levine 2015, 5).
From this perspective, the Anglophone novel emerges as a polycentric net-
work of exchange between different creative practices across the world (cf.
Schulze-Engler 2007, 29); it is a node within a network of travelling forms,
which take shape in distinct local contexts (cf. Neumann 2018). Traditional
national approaches to literature can hardly do justice to this multifaceted
network of interconnections, and it becomes increasingly difficult to come
to terms with the contemporary novel without taking into consideration
the interrelations between locally distinct literary cultures and creative prac-
tices (cf. Moretti 2000). What is needed, Jessica Berman rightly argues, is
a multidirectional perspective of the Anglophone novel that reveals move-
ments of literary forms and “circles of interconnection” (2009, 69), while
remaining attuned to “specific local modes” (69) of writing and reading.

The novel’s long-term survival is also guaranteed by strategic marketing:
This includes literary prize culture and the regular publication of bestseller
lists, which, despite some exceptions, are predominantly geared towards
the novel and continue to draw considerable public attention. Literary
prizes also tend to shape scholarly approaches to the novel, as they are
occasionally taken as an overall reliable guideline in the endeavour to map
twenty-first-century British fiction. James Acheson’s recent volume on The
Contemporary British Novel Since 2000, for instance, is based entirely on
prize-winning authors whose acclaimed oeuvre seems to indicate “where
the twenty-first-century British novel [is] headed” (Acheson 2017, 1).
Regardless of whether literary prizes are a sign of literary value or an
attempt to “confer value on that which does not intrinsically possess it”
(9), as suggested by Edward St. Aubyn’s (ironically prize-winning) novel
Lost forWords (2014), which exposes the prestige- and publicity-machinery
surrounding the Booker Prize, the increasing importance of the awards
industry and the dynamics of the international book market can hardly be
disputed. Vermeulen’s suggestion that we should read contemporary liter-
ature not “against” but “alongside the market” (2015b, 273–74) needs to
be taken seriously.
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The ever-closer links between the market and the literary sphere, how-
ever, do not mean that literature can be reduced to the status of a mere
cultural commodity. In her seminal study Born Translated: The Contem-
porary Novel in an Age of World Literature (2015), Rebecca Walkowitz
illustrates howwriters turn their awareness for the conditions of the interna-
tional book market into a creative literary force and how novels accordingly
are “written for translation from the start” (3). In so-called born-translated
novels, translation is not a secondary activity but a poetic and thematic prin-
ciple, which bears on the structure of the novel: “These works,” Walkowitz
maintains, “are written for translation, in the hope of being translated, but
they are also often written as translations, pretending to take place in a
language other than the one in which they have […] been composed”
(2015, 4). The point is that born-translated novels make creative use of
their inevitable embeddedness in the logic of an international book market
precisely to self-consciously show that they cannot be contained within that
logic and call for different models (cf. Neumann and Rippl 2017, 12).

2 The Novel in the Digital Age

One of the most significant developments in the past decades, which has
deeply affected the literary market, reading practices, and techniques of
communication, and has consequently led to radical changes of the novel,
was initiated by the rise of interactive digital technologies. Once again, the
novel has confirmed its status as vibrant shape-shifter that can frame its
form to all occasions to even successfully adapt to the “Age of Amazon”
(McGurl 2016). Prompted by new modes of communication, commodi-
fication, and consumerism after the digital turn, post-millennium literary
culture not only saw an increase in self-published fiction and “genre fic-
tion” (McGurl 2016, 460): Also new forms of the novel emerged, for
which novel terms had to be coined, such as the ‘digital novel,’ ‘internet
novel,’ or ‘Twitterature.’ The latter, which condenses the plot of a novel
into tweets of 140 characters disseminated either online or re-mediated
in print, draws attention to “[t]he principle of the economy of words”
(Williams 2015, 22), which, as Raymond Williams argued, might serve as
a point of departure for new approaches to the novel.

On the one hand, these new forms of the novel modernise traditional
genres by adapting them to new modes of communication, for instance by
replacing letters with emails and thus updating the epistolary novel to the
‘email novel.’ On the other hand, they respond to increasingly participatory
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modes of literary production and reception. Prompted by online reading
groups and review platforms such as Goodreads, whichMicrosoft advertises
as “the world’s largest social network for readers” (Microsoft Goodreads
2018), twenty-first-century readers progressively engage in what has been
described as ‘shared’ or “social reading” (Cordón-García et al. 2013), or
“networked reading” (Allred 2014, 123) and become attuned to a new
“participatory culture” (Jenkins 2006, 11), in which they act as ‘pro-
sumers,’ as both producers and consumers, of narratives. These changes
in reading practices, as well as a generational shift from “deep attention,”
that is the ability to “concentrat[e] on a single object for long periods, […]
preferring a single information stream” to “hyper attention,” that is the
rapid “switching [of] focus […] among different tasks, preferring multiple
information streams” (Hayles 2007, 187), have inspired new forms of the
novel, including the ‘interactive novel’ or ‘web novel’ where readers shape
the narrative, based on which hyperlinks they choose to follow.

Despite growing anxieties regarding the future of the printed novel, a
possible decline of the book market (as a result of the growing digital-
isation of fiction), and shortened attention spans in readers accustomed
to digital communication (cf. Hayles 2007), the past decades have also
seen the rise of several serial novels and mega-novels, which counter these
concerns, including J.K. Rowling’s immensely successful Harry Potter (as
Ashley Dawson quite rightly stated, “[n]o discussion of English literature
in the new millennium can ignore the impact of Rowling’s Harry Potter
series,” 2015, 77), and Eleanor Catton’s prize-winning The Luminaries
(2013).

Disregarding the fact that they also owe some of their commercial suc-
cess to a vast marketing and media machine (including movie adaptations),
these works testify to the ongoing attraction of the novel and the high
demand for narratives that, in part, seem surprisingly traditional in both
theme and style. In its depiction of the rise (and fall) of a totalitarian
regime, represented by Lord Voldemort, Rowling’s Harry Potter novels,
for instance, construe parallel worlds that resonate with key anxieties in
the twenty-first century in the face of growing populism, xenophobia, and
persistent threats to democratic structures across the globe. The fact that
these novels were first marketed as young-adult fiction, but became highly
successful among adult readers, might be regarded as pointing to a growing
infantilisation of contemporary culture or an escapist tendency to withdraw
into an imaginary world. What it ultimately confirms, however, is that the
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desire to get lost in a book persists, partly because novels provide oppor-
tunities for deceleration and for disengaging, at least temporarily, from the
ever-accelerating pace of our digital age in the private space of reading.

3 New Approaches to the Novel

in the Twenty-First Century

Deliberately avoiding the controversial term ‘contemporary’ (on the con-
cepts of the contemporary and the contemporaneity, cf. Brouillette et al.
2017) and fully aware that the twenty-first century is not “a fixed, calendri-
cal defining point” but rather an “imaginative, taxonomical, or marketing
shorthand” (Lea 2017, 4), this volume focuses on novels published after
the millennium to investigate how they explore pressing topical concerns
of the first two decades of the twenty-first century and how these narrative
microcosms connect to key developments, hopes, and anxieties that drive
our environment. Many post-millennium novels, for instance, tend to con-
front us with our own “Anthropocene disorder” (Clark 2015, 140), with “a
mismatch betweenwhat we see andwhat is really happening” (Bracke 2018,
3), challenging habitual categories of understanding the world. Other nov-
els engage with human rights, transcultural justice, and cosmopolitanism
in the broader landscape of capitalist globalisation, pointing towards new
ways of organising “the world of nations in some more self-implicating and
ethically balanced way” (Robbins 2012, 4). Though novels such as Kiran
Desai’s The Inheritance of Loss (2006) and Achmat Dangor’s Bitter Fruit
(2001) are far from offering answers to the question of how local loyalties
can be reconciled with a cosmopolitan ethos, they frequently make avail-
able narrative forms by means of which open and non-identitarian ways of
community building become possible.

The novels that are discussed in this volume clearly differ in themes,
styles, and socio-political commitment. Neither do they share an ethical
agenda, nor is there any consensus about their role in the world. What
they share instead is a more general concern with “the novel situation we
are in” (Clark 2015, 3)—though the questions of how to identify “the
novel situation” as well as the “we” are themselves part of their concern.
How can global predicaments be explored in the fictional realm of the
novel? What kind of cultural power and agency can the novel exercise in
the face of the enormous political, economic, meteorological, and micro-
biological changes of the present? Can novels teach us something about
climate change and justice and can they even nudge us to different actions?
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And which new narrative forms does the engagement with urgent political
concerns bring into being? These are only some of the questions that the
following chapters will address.

While it would be presumptuous to predict the possible (and seemingly
impossible) futures of “the cannibal,” i.e. the novel, especially in view of
the rapid technological developments and the profound economic, social,
and political changes we experience today, the first two decades of the post-
millennium novel already compel us to reconsider (more or less) widely-
establishedmethods for analysing the novel and adapt our approaches to the
poetics and politics offered by our object of study. One of the key tasks of
this volume is to foreground the potential of the novel to respond creatively
to today’s global challenges and, considering the powerful effects of liter-
ary texts, also discuss the responsibilities of literature (and literary studies)
(cf. Jernigan et al. 2009). Pressing cultural concerns regarding migration
and cosmopolitanism, posthumanism and ecosickness, human and animal
rights, affect and biopolitics, the war on terror, and human cognition have
increasingly found their way into narratives. This volume seeks to exam-
ine the power of the twenty-first-century novel to negotiate, through its
formal characteristics and substance, such large-scale predicaments. Rather
than aiming to provide a more or less exhaustive overview of the twenty-
first-century Anglophone novel, it tests new conceptual approaches that can
account for the changed make-up of the novel. The interest in conceptual
approaches and the novel’s responses to changed notions of human and
animal rights, democracy and war, climate change and neo-liberalism does,
however, not mean that the volume pays no attention to literary forms and
“the singularity of literature” (Attridge 2004). The volume promotes nei-
ther a “political functionalism” (Felski 2008, 9) nor “ideological styles of
reading” (6), that is, readings that reduce literature to the “status of a symp-
tom” (6)—be it of political concerns, technological developments or “social
structures” (6). To the contrary, all chapters stress the need to accentuate
the politics of form and are devoted to revealing the open and sometimes
conflictual interplay between form and content. If novels have any impact
on readers, and if they can exercise any socio-political power—however lim-
ited and unpredictable that powermay be—this is also due to their narrative
features and stylistic devices. Moreover, some chapters—for instance those
on documentary formal realism and transmedia storytelling—are explicitly
designed to chart new formal developments of the post-millennium novel.
Taken together, the contributions seek to map some particularly striking
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thematic and formal developments of the twenty-first-century novel and to
open up new avenues for future studies of the novel.

In discussing thematic and formal features of novels by contemporary
writers, including Aravind Adiga,Margaret Atwood, Teju Cole, J.M. Coet-
zee, Kazuo Ishiguro, Kiran Desai, Ian McEwan, Zadie Smith, and many
more, the volume also offers an outlook on future forms, functions, and
frictions of the novel and hopes to encourage new critical discourses in
the field. Because twenty-first-century novels are increasingly produced in
transnational spaces, which exceed the limits of any single cultural context,
many of the new developments that are identified in the individual chap-
ters are global in scope and travel the literary world in rapid speed. The
approaches presented in the contributions to this volume can, therefore,
also claim some relevance for other literatures.

We use the term ‘Anglophone novel’ in a broad, inclusive sense, desig-
nating the spectrum of narrative literary texts written “in English around
the globe” (Dharwadker 2016, 48). Today, as a consequence of British
colonialism and Anglo-American globalisation, English has assumed the
status of a global language: Literature written in English is “a planetary
affair with diversified traditions and histories in very different parts of the
world” (Eckstein 2007, 13). While this global expansionism has produced
an enormous variety of different creative traditions and literary practices
across the Anglophone world, it is also responsible for global strictures and
hierarchies. AamirMufti (2016), in his seminal study Forget English! Orien-
talisms andWorld Literatures, is right in reminding us that while the global
circulation of English has given rise to diversified, locally inflected literary
traditions, it has also confirmed many of the inequalities of the colonial
past. According to Mufti, the English language could rise to dominance
because, in the course of modern histories of globalisation, it has assumed
“an aura of universality and transparency” (2016, 16), which allows it to
fulfil various mediating functions. As a seemingly “neutral or transparent
medium,” English has also become the global language of literature, which
organises “world literary relations” (16). That is to say that texts written
in English usually travel much further and faster than, say, texts written in
Arabic, Mandarin, Spanish, or French.1 Numbers of the chief twenty-five
source and target languages for translation (provided by UNESCO; qtd.

1David Damrosch points out that “[t]he power of global English is marked in part by the
speed with which popular authors such as Stephen King and J.K. Rowling are translated into
dozens of languages” (2018, 83).
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in Beecroft 2015, 255) unmistakably evince this difference in outreach:
Whereas English ranks at the very top of the source languages, Chinese
and Spanish, the world’s most spoken languages, are degraded to rank 16
and six respectively (cf. Beecroft 2015, 255). The term ‘Anglophone’ acts
therefore also as an ample reminder of the colonial and neo-colonial histo-
ries inscribed in the English language. Our selection of Anglophone novels
was driven by the new approaches they represent and is by nomeans exhaus-
tive. If the volume strives towards any representativeness, it is in terms of
thematic and formal developments of the twenty-first-century novel.

Responding to today’s global challenges, the novel offers a vibrant arena
for negotiating conflicting social, political, and normative tendencies. The
recent return of “protest novels” (Clark 2017) written in response to the
Brexit referendum, such as Ali Smith’sAutumn (2016), or the election vic-
tory of Donald Trump, such as Howard Jacobson’s satirical novella Pussy
(2017), testify to the role of the novel as both an arena for literary activism
and a kind of ‘social glue’ (cf. Fuller and Sedo 2013, 192) that offers
the opportunity to engage in a shared (counter-)narrative. To reassess the
social, political, and affective dimensions of the novel and its role in our
environment is essential particularly at a time when the humanities experi-
ence various crises across the globe (cf. Ahlburg 2018) and the value of lit-
erary studies and literature is increasingly assessed according to neo-liberal
standards.

But, despite their pronounced political thrust, the novels clearly “lack
the power to legislate their own effects” (Felski 2008, 9). As Rita Felski
reminds us, “the internal features of a literary work tell us little about how
it is received and understood, let alone its impact, if any, on a larger social
field” (9). It is commonplace that meanings of the novel hinge on the con-
texts in which it is read and that literary value is not simply a transcultural
given, but contested and in the making (cf. Felski, 9). The interactions
between texts, interpretive communities, and individual readers are indeed
“varied, contingent, and often unpredictable” (Felski 2008, 9). The extent
to which reading literary narratives, novels in particular, might shape the
ways in which we perceive and respond to our environment, even train
our cognitive and emotional capacities, aid “the growth of human mental
flexibility” (Boyd 2009, 176), and ultimately help refine our ability to con-
nect to other people, and where to draw the line (if at all) between ‘fact’
and ‘fiction’ based on the real emotions we feel while reading (cf. Kidd
and Castano 2013; Oatley 2017) have been hotly debated issues over the
past decades. They will continue to spark new approaches for the analysis
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of literary narratives at the nexus of cognitive psychology and “cognitive
literary science” (Burke and Troscianko 2017), some of which are outlined
in this volume. But whatever insights these approaches will produce, it is
clear that they will only offer partial truths. The twenty-first-century novel
is too complex and varied to be understood from one single perspective.
The approaches presented in this volume, therefore, should not be read
as separate, even less as exhaustive gateways to the novel: Instead, they
offer the keys to unlock different, yet closely interconnected chapters of
the twenty-first-century novel, which help illuminate the eminent role of
storytelling in our culture and open up new (cross-disciplinary) avenues
for future studies of the novel. As the full story of the twenty-first-century
novel remains to be written, however, this volume can only provide first
perspectives on the breadth of approaches that will be needed to tackle
newly emerging forms of the undead genre of the novel whose greatest era
might be yet to come.
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