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Why Literary Fiction Will Survive 

the Indie Revolution 
 

“We read to know we are not alone” C.S. Lewis - Shadowlands 

Literary fiction has been slow to translate into indie fiction. Literary fiction remains part 

of the world of “established publishing” where reader selection relies more on the desire 

for traditional print books and guidance from New York Times book reviews rather than 

on, say, consumer reviews left on the Amazon page of e-books.   

Amazon’s Kindle store pretty much says it all—assuming we agree that the Kindle store 

reflects actual market demand. In Febuary 2016, I scanned the featured pages of the 

book categories below. (The last four appear in the Kindle store as sub-categories to 

Literary Fiction). The numbers beside each category list the number of books from page 

1 results NOT traditionally published by large publishing houses such as MacMillan, 

Random House, Penguin Group or HarperCollins: 

 Literary Fiction: Four of 18 were not published by a traditional publisher (and 

one of those four is sponsored) 

 Action and Adventure: Three of 18 were not published by a traditional publisher 

 Contemporary: Two of 18 were not published by a traditional publisher 

 Depression and Mental: All were published by a traditional publisher 

 Family Life: Three of 18 were not published by a traditional publisher 

The Love Stories sub-category fared better. Seven of 18 stories that appeared on page 

one—when “featured stories” have been highlighted—were independently published, 

though perhaps this is not surprising since the category suggests a crossover into the 

romance genre, which IS popular with e-book readers.   

This kind of research is not new.  

In a 2011 blog post for Indie Reader, “The Death of Literary Fiction”, David Gaughran 

points out how some traditionally published contemporary classics such as The 

Amazing Adventures of Kavalier and Clay and Middlesex (both Pulitzer Prize-winning 

novels, mind you) did not appear in an e-book format.  

Things have begun to change. Five years later now, both novels are available for the 

Kindle and Nook, and also in audiobook versions.  

http://indiereader.com/2012/09/the-death-of-literary-fiction/
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It’s also important to point out that indie publishing and digital publishing are not exactly 

the same thing. Lots of independent writers print books too. The digital publishing 

option, however, is more closely associated with self-publishing authors, so it is fair to 

say that the advent of e-book and audio editions of the above-mentioned literary novels, 

as well as others, has at least begun to resemble the community in which indie authors 

often operate. 

Whether or not the trend of literary-to-digital will continue is up for debate though I'm 

pretty sure it will. The diffusion of innovations theory from the 1960s suggests that while 

new trends have early adopters—let's say in the world of book publishing that readers of 

genre fiction have seized on this new digital publishing model—it also has laggards. 

And the more conservative kind—literary readers and writers—are only slowly but 

surely being drawn into the world of digital publishing. 

E-book publishing is also part of a broader, three-decades-old revolution that has begun 

to touch more and more aspects of our lives. First came email and the Internet, then 

social media. Our world is turning increasingly digital and literary types, like everyone 

else, need to embrace it. 

That’s not to say literary types may perish. Adaptation is inevitable. Some fundamental 

aspect of literary fiction that has nothing at all to do with format will ensure its survival 

during the revolution. I will discuss that in a moment. 

But it’s probable—indeed it’s already a process in play—that the journey will be difficult 

and painful. Literary readers may find themselves compelled to consider online book 

reviews as much as they currently revere reviews in the New York Times. As a result, 

those readers will think of themselves differently—as consumers of instant-gratification 

digital or audio products, which may be an affront to their contemplative sensibilities.  

And writers of literary fiction will have to think of themselves not only as writers of quality 

stories but—gasp!—as marketers as well if they are to realistically have an impact on 

the book market and not merely publish to the sound of fiddling crickets.   

Again, this will be painful to those with a literary sensibility. But change will happen.   

And that is because the one thing literary fiction represents to the reading 

population more than any kind of genre fiction is an exercise in empathy.  

Other genres have literary qualities. Annie Neugebauer published a blog post 

highlighting the differences and similarities between literary, commercial and upmarket 

fiction. But the most direct goal of literary writing is the presentation of the human 

condition of suffering. It is not, say, intergalactic travel and aliens (science fiction), 

wizards, orcs and warriors (fantasy) or ripped bodies and bodices (romance).  

 

 

http://annieneugebauer.com/2014/01/27/the-differences-between-commercial-and-literary-fiction/
http://annieneugebauer.com/2014/01/27/the-differences-between-commercial-and-literary-fiction/
http://annieneugebauer.com/2014/01/27/the-differences-between-commercial-and-literary-fiction/
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The reading community—among non-literary readers, especially—often misses that fact 

and tends, instead, to complain about some of the highbrow decisions made by literary 

writers, as though the literary community is really nothing more than a coven of the self-

anointed who wish to refuse entrance to others. 

Some of the highest thinkers among our literary authors attempt to create empathy via 

those very stylistic choices that often go under attack. Joyce’s stream of consciousness 

writing in Ulysses did more than perhaps any other work of literature that came before it 

to put the reader inside a character’s mind. Benjy Compson from Faulkner’s The Sound 

and the Fury is also depicted in a stream of conscious format. No greater opportunity to 

feel empathy for another individual exists than to live inside another’s mind and to 

experience the world through the same associative sensibilities that belong to us! 

The Victorian prose of the 19th century may seem tedious to our fast-paced 21st century 

sensibilities with its windy paragraphs and sweeping descriptions of mansions, 

landscapes, dress and social mores. But those descriptions depicted a highly structured 

society within which men and women struggled to pursue their passions, love and lives. 

To do so openly might have been considered by society at large as “inappropriate”.    

We prize some of our greatest literature, too, because of the personal struggles it 

reveals in context of life’s vicissitudes and historical trends. To Kill a Mockingbird 

tackles issues of racism and bravery in the South. A Farewell to Arms focuses on the 

question of love during World War I. The short story, “The Yellow Wallpaper”, reflects a 

woman both powerless and unhappy in her marriage. The Portrait of the Artist as a 

Young Man and Look Homeward, Angel show the longings and passions of young men 

hoping to leave the fetters of their homes to discover their artistic selves in journeys of 

independence. 

Such stories remind us that we, the readers, are not the only living creatures struggling 

with challenges and problems during the course of difficult days and that, as the saying 

goes, it is NOT us against the world. Literary stories remind us that our struggles are 

really aligned with those of others around us. With that in mind, our outlook on life grows 

to be more empathic and filled with kindness for others. Those others are not to be 

perceived, in other words, as deliberate agents of life’s hardships.  

This exercise in empathy has been articulated by the character C.S. Lewis in the movie 

Shadowlands: “We read to know we are not alone.”  

The literary sensibility is, at its most fundamental level, a human sensibility. It reflects 

the need for connection, understanding, support and community. And that sensibility will 

not disappear because the reading world is going through a technological revolution. 

A sense of comfort and security comes from regular reminders that we are not alone. 

We actively seek such reminders, and literary fiction is one outlet where many turn. The 

importance of community also comes from a shared sense of identity—a shared sense 

of purpose in the face of struggles, challenges or even victories and celebrations. 
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Now let’s turn back to the indie revolution especially in terms of how reading is moving 

online. Technology and the human sensibility have long been two uneasy companions 

in search of balance.  

We all recognize the social inappropriateness of individuals who can no longer have 

conversations with others in real time because their noses are glued to their mobile 

phones. On the other hand, we are also witnessing the seeds of self-correction when it 

comes to the experience of book purchasing. For the past several years, many have 

decried the advent of the online book buying as the death knell for brick-and-mortar 

bookstores. Indeed, many independent bookstores have perished. 

Yet Amazon recently opened its own first brick-and-mortar store in Seattle and is 

rumored to have plans for others. There is something critical to the physical experience 

of browsing books with other readers that cannot be replaced by the convenient but 

solitary act of clicking and buying. 

So the fact is that though people recognize, seek out and generously pay for the 

benefits and attractions of technology, the core elements of human sensibility have 

been hardwired into us for a long time. Before we congregated in bookstores, we 

congregated in salons and parlors. Before then, much longer ago in the past, we sat 

around campfires in cold caves to achieve a collective sense of warmth. 

These days, creative individuals create digital art or paintings. Thousands of years ago, 

the walls of those same caves were covered with art depicting mammoth hunts. 

This desire and need for collectiveness will always be with us and, as a result, the 

literary sensibility which is one critical outlet for that need will survive a mere transfer in 

the manner in which we consume literary content.   

I find shockingly little written about the connection of the literary sensibility to the human 

sensibility. Most writing about literary fiction tends to focus, instead, on the discomfort 

with which the community has responded to the trend toward electronic and self-

published novels.  

The way in which we develop and consume what we call literary fiction has changed 

over the years. It is in the process of a revolution now. But as long as humans continue 

to need that sense of collective identity—and as long as we “read to know we are not 

alone”—the ongoing viability of literary writing and literature is impregnable. 

Until humans stop being humans, literary fiction will remain with us. Genre fiction may 

have gotten a quicker start out of the gate when it comes to the indie revolution. But the 

literary community isn’t out of the race yet…not by a long shot.  

http://www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-way/2015/11/03/454250311/amazon-opens-a-real-bookstore-in-seattle

