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——Correspondence —
Bad Paper

e Bursting of the Fiction Bubble
Edmond Caldwell

In the early days of the current economic crisis, the Treasury Department demanded from
the U.S. Congress a 700 billion-dollar bailout to buy up the bad paper, aterm for all the junk assets
owned by the banks and mortgage companies. Bad paper the phrase was an evocative one, and the
next time | found myself walking past a Barnes & Noble Bookseller, looking through the broad front
windows at the stacks of unsold bestsellers on the display tables, | couldn t help but imagine the
CEO:s of the Big Six publishing corporations scurrying to Washington D.C. to demand their own big
slice of bailout pie. A er all, who could have more bad paper to unload than Random House, Simon
& Schuster, HarperCollins Harcourt, McGraw-Hill, the Penguin Group, and Macmillan?

In the weeks that followed, the sub-prime mortgage crisis became a credit crisis, the credit
crisisa nancial crisis, the nancial crisis an international economic crisis until nally the d-word
loomed. rough it all, that phrase continued to ring in my mind bad paper, bad paper, bad paper
... A huge bubble of paper claims on pro ts whose value was not based on any tangible, productive
assets, on any really-existing capital, had nally popped a bubble of ctitious capital. Fiction
again! Come to think of it, didnt the word credit itself come from credare, the Latin for to be-
lieve, asif the nancial system operated by asking from us the same willing suspension of disbe-
lief that ction asks of its readers? What was this sudden, weird synergy between the economy and

ction? Maybe the veils were nally being torn away from both and just as the economy was turning
out to be a ction, so contemporary ction was turning to be having plummeted from the airy
realms of Art a thing of squalid calculation.

e crisis caught up with the publishing companies on 3 December 2008, a day which indus-
try observers were soon calling Black Wednesday. Under the euphemism ofa sta reduction, heads
started to roll in all divisions of Simon & Schuster, while the Random House Group announced a
major restructuring, consolidating less-pro table imprints in a move widely seen as a prelude to
downsizing some of them and liquidating others. Houghton Mi in Harcourt announced an unprec-
edented buying freeze  a hold on acquiring new manuscripts and laid o a slew of employees,
including several big-name editors. Not too many more days passed before Macmillan followed suit
with big layo s of its own. And the squeeze was being felt all down the line, a ecting the distributors
and major retailers as well, with the Border s chain  Barnes & Nobles main competitor hemor-
rhaging money and foreseeing the shu ering of many of its stores and a radical inventory reduc-
tion. All of these euphemisms really pointed to one thing: unloading that bad paper.

Crisis has a way of accelerating social processes already under way. People are now beginning
to talk about the disappearance of the current publishing regime and its replacement by a di erent
model, one based more, perhaps, on Publishing-on-Demand (POD) technologies and the spread
of e-books and e-book readers such as Amazons Kindle. Whatever happens, it looks like a major
change is in the 0 ng, perhaps has even been developing under our very noses, so to speak for
some time. As Gramsci once wrote, e crisis consists precisely in the fact that the old is dying and
the new cannot be born; in this interregnum a great variety of morbid symptoms appear. Given that
we are in such an interregnum, what morbid symptoms can we diagnose in the eld of literature?
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In recent decades publishing has been no di erent than other industries in the drive for the
ever-greater monopolization, globalization, and nancialization of its assets. e biggestin uence on
the culture industry during the whole post-1973 historical phase that we call neoliberalism has been

media consolidation. Starting in the late 60s and early 70s, picking up steam in the 1980s, and accel-
erating radically in the last two decades in the climate of the Clinton-backed Telecommunications Act
of 1996 and similar deregulating legislation, historically-independent publishing houses have been
bought up by the same media mega-conglomerates that own all of the music companies, Im studios,
newspaper chains, television networks, radio stations, theater chains, and amusement parks.  us, of
the major publishers mentioned in the previous paragraphs, Simon & Schuster is owned by the CBS
Corporation; the Random House Group (which includes among its divisions and imprints Ballant-
ine, Bantam, Crown, Dell, Doubleday, Knopf, Pantheon, and Vintage Books) is own by the German-
based company Bertelsmann AG; Macmillan is owned by Holtzbrinck, and the merged Houghton
Mi in Harcourt was put together by the Ireland-based Education Media and Publishing Group a er
Houghton Mi in was sold by its previous parent organization, the French multinational Vivendi. Of
the other major publishers, Harper-Collins is owned by Rupert Murdochs News Corporation, and
Penguin is owned by Pearson PLC, the biggest publishing company in the UK, Australia, New Zea-
land, and India (and which also owns the Financial Times and the Economist)".

Consolidations such as these have radically altered the character of book publishing, espe-
cially in literature, taking power from the hands of editors and placing it in the marketing and pub-
licity departments. As a process of capitalist rationalization, it is comparable to the deskilling of
the cra -worker and the rise of modern management undertaken under the aegis of e ciency
by Frederick Winslow Taylor and his odious stopwatch men in capitalist factories a century ago.
Instead of nurturing beginning writers through a few modestly-selling titles and developing a strong
backlist, publishers are now under pressure to strike it rich with bestsellers; diversity of titles has
been replaced by risk-aversion and homogenization. By the same process of rationalization and con-
solidation, the major chain bookstores have succeeded in underselling the independents and driving
them out of business. e result is suggested in the following anecdote, from editor Chad Post:

Paul Slovak, the publisher of Viking Penguin, once mentioned that he believed that at any
moment in time everyone in the country is reading the same twelve books. Obviously hes
exaggerating abit butitsure seems that way. e books on display at a chain store in
New York City are almost identical to the ones on display in Denver, or in Peoria.

In a disgusted farewell to the profession he had served for many years, another editor, the
highly-respected Ted Solotaro , dubbed this overall system the Literary-Industrial Complex.

And yet throughout this period ction has given the appearance, at least, of ourishing. By
the early 1980s when neoliberalism courtesy of  atcher in Britain and Reagan in the U.S. was
just ge ing under way the death of the novel that had still been the topic of critical debates in
the 60s was proved vastly premature by the rst contemporary ction boom. In the UK the boom
was typi ed by authors such as Martin Amis, Julian Barnes, and lan McEwan, as well as by the new
in ux of Commonwealth writers such as Salman Rushdie and J.M. Coetzee. A related cultural phe-
nomenon was the rise in prominence of the Booker Prize, which operated, then as now, as a force for
the glamorization of literature (author-as-celebrity) and the normalization of neoliberal globaliza-
tion. e United States experienced its own version of this boom, eagerly importing the new British
and Commonwealth authors to share space on the shelves with its homegrown

brat pack of young literary stars like Jay Mclnerney, Bret Easton Ellis, and Tama
Janowitz, as well as representatives of the new dirty realist minimalism (Ray-
mond Carver, Ann Bea ie) that had taken over the New Yorker. Fiction on both
sides of the Atlantic had become cool, hip, and eminently marketable, and in spite
of some ups and downs this trend has continued throughout the whole neoliberal
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period up to its present-day crisis. In a pre-crisis 2008 report on the state of the industry, publish-
ing s main data-gathering service, R.R. Bowker, reported that in the rst years of the new millen-
nium the output of ction titles doubled:

ere were 50,071 new ction titles introduced in the U.S. last year, up 17% from 2006, and
the number of new titles in the category in 2007 was almost twice what it was as recently as
2002. Similarly, there was a 19% rise in new literature books last year, to 9,796, which fol-
lowed a 31% increase in new literature titles in 2006.

In the Bowker report, the term  ction encompasses all non- ction titles, including com-
mercial- ction genres such as mystery, romance, science ction, and horror alongside what the re-
port distinguishes as literature. In the Literary-Industrial Complex and among readers alike, this
select class of books more typically goes by the name of literary ction, a category whose origins
and function merit further investigation.

According to editor Gerald Howard, the term literary ction began to be adopted by the
industry sometime in the early 1990s, itsrise re ecting an ad hoc marketing rationale that he out-
lines in the following way:

As vague a categorical designation as literary ction is, it bestowed on non-genre novels
the gi or illusion of a brand, a more secure niche and identity within the expanding uni-
verse of consumer goods. As critically meaningless as a term may be that can apply to such
wildly disparate works as Sue Monk Kidd s sentimental blockbuster e Secret Life of Bees
and David Marksons radical anti-novel Wi gensteins Mistress, its acceptance and use signi-

ed publishers acquiescence to and accommoda-tion of new marketing and retailing real-
ties. It is both a comfort and a necessity for editors anxious to know what sort of book they
are acquiring and for salespeople needing to know what sort of product they are selling.

Howard s remarks come o as a criticism that is also, to some extent not surprising since he
still must earn his bread in the industry an apology. On the surface, at least, the denomination lit-
erary ction isintended merely to distinguish serious ctionfromthe light fare of genre ction,
what iso en referred to with (usually false) humility as beach reading, airport novels, or guilty
pleasures. e la er are openly acknowledged to be commaodities produced for consumption (for
entertainment, escapism, distraction), whereas literary ction issupposedly intended for higher
purposes, for edi cation and aesthetic experience.

Is is largely a mysti cation. Literary ction isindeed a marketing category, but one with
a di erence: itre ects the period in which the category has come to inhabit the very thing it cat-
egorizes. It is not extrinsic  merely a framework or convenient, vague catch-all  but intrinsic;
the literary is the appearance and the commodity is the essence. e rise of literary ction
represents the completion of the historically-uneven processes of capitalist rei cation in the eld of
literature as was mentioned above, it is analogous to Taylor s men showing up in the editors of-
ces with their stopwatches and slide-rules  with the result that the relations of both producers and
consumers to the product literary ction are now wholly alienated, dictated by the protocols not
of art but of commodity fetishism.

For its consumers, literary ction designates a particular mark of what French sociologist
Pierre Bourdieu terms distinction, the signi cation of a social identity constructed within a hier-
archy of such distinctions of taste or consumer choice which correspond to
the strati cations of social class. Reread from this angle, the story of literary c-
tions origins appears less innocent: the signi cations of genre ction (mysteries,
romances, sci ) are more plebeian or common, those of literary ction more
upper-class or elite. Distinction is even re ected in the way ction is now materi-
ally produced and packaged. Before the rise of literary ction, the pocket book-
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sized paperback format was used for literary and popular titles alike. In the 1960s, say, the reader
of a paperback novel on a Manha an park bench could just as easily have been reading A Portrait of
the Artist as a Young Man as the latest Mickey Spillane cop thriller; one would had to have seen the
cover the tell which. Today, however, literary titles are produced only in the larger trade-paperback
format, witha ention devoted to the cover art and other signi ers of quality ; the smaller, pocket-
sized paperback revealingly called the mass-market format is now more or less the exclusive
domain of the slick bestseller and genre ction.
is status-conferring signi cation of distinction is both real andasemblance: real because
invidious hierarchies of status are an objective social fact, a semblance to the large extent that lit-
erary ction isa er all a thoroughly middlebrow genre, above the openly commercial genres but
below the canon of classical authors. e middlebrow nature of literary ction and its status as
just another commodity among commodities must be dissimulated, however, and the literariness
of its objects ensured.  ese mystifying benedictions are the role of critics and reviewers, especially
those who write for the more prestigious journals it takes distinction to grant distinction, a er all
such as, in the U.S., the New Yorker (James Wood) and e New Republic (Adam Kirsch), whose
imprimaturs allow chosen titles to appear to have transcended mere marketing. High-end review-
ing functions as a nominating process, in which select works of contemporary ction are nominated
into the pantheon of great or at least major literature for which the critics authoritative allusions
to classic texts provide the context.  us obviously banal and middling works along the lines of
Claire Messuds e Emperor s Children, lan McEwans Saturday, and Joseph O Neill s Netherland,
get to share the dais with Virginia Woolf, Chekhov, and Shakespeare. When it comes to literary c-
tion the latent content of every critic s jacket-blurb is really  isis not a commodity! e system
only works, however, if the critics give the appearance of being highly selective, as liable to reject
as to approve, sometimes even bucking whole trends or dismissing already established reputations.
Selectivity rati es the system as a whole.
What gives the game away, however, is the consistently reader friendly nature of literary
ctionitself. e defamiliarizing aesthetic radicalisms of the last century s avant-gardes and the old
modernist link between high culture and di culty have both been decisively superceded; populist
accessibility what Brecht in his day derided as the culinary aesthetic rulesthe dayin literary
asmuch as genre ction. isiswhere our analysis must turn from the consumers of literary ction
to its producers, for the cultural rationalizations of the neoliberal period have retooled these social
actors as well, a fact evidenced nowhere more strongly than in the rise, in this same period, of the
Masters of Fine Arts (MFA) programs. By now it is likely that a majority of contemporary writers
in the U.S. have passed through such credential-granting college and university programs, and a
large proportion of these, in their turn, have taken up positions as instructors in the same programs.
e o cial ideology of the MFA program is writing as cra , with the a endant cultivation of an
ostensibly artisanal ethos. is, again, is mere appearance. MFA-style creative writing instruc-
tion is less like a cra apprenticeship and more like the reifying disarticulation of the labor-process
(Taylorism again) that had already deskilled the cra sperson in so many other spheres of produc-
tion; under the rubric of writing-as-cra , these programs transform their students into cogs in the
Literary-Industrial Complex s production line. Writing is taught by formula and rote: A story must
have a clear con ict signaled onthe rstpage orbe eryetinthe rstline inorderto hook
the reader; it must have characters with whom the reader can sympathize or at least identify; it must
move towards a psychological epiphany, etc. Realism, broadly construed, is the preferred mode; not
the Victorian novel per se but incorporating some of the re nements of late nineteenth- and early
twentieth-century literary impressionism, chie y the deployment of close third-person narration or
free indirect discourse. is is the desideratum, because it ostensibly allows for
the representation of consciousness and psychologlcal and emotional interiority;
it brings us as close as possible to the deeply human. is is nothing more than
a secularized version of the outworn metaphysics of the soul, inviting readers -
to gaze narcissistically at an assurance of their own humanity. In a world such as §§\§ = 4
ours, predicated on universal inhumanity, this conferred humanity can only mean S IEA :‘@
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