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The Imagined Communities of Serial Fiction 

 
The historian Benedict Anderson famously explored the role of print media, especially 
newspapers, in nurturing the historical consciousness of nations. In this paper, I examine the role 
of gaps between the installments of serial narratives as spaces in which viewers communicate, 
build social architectures, and create stories of their own. As I show, those stories can serve 
national consciousness and contribute to the discourse of national identity, but they can also 
affect levels of public discourse of which the public is unaware. 
 
The paper is structured around an incidental pairing. First, I discuss the role that publication in 
serial format played in the Victorian novel’s rise to become the preeminent literary form of its 
epoch. Many of the novels that came to define Victorian culture, for example the works of 
Dickens, first appeared as serials. As I show, the gaps that separated the installments of these 
narratives provided readers with an important space in which to communicate with each other and 
develop a group identity as a national reading audience and the subjects of a national literature. 
The purpose of this section is to establish the uses that gaps and elisions can have in the dynamics 
of mass media audiences specifically. 
 
In the second part of the paper, I discuss a modern form of “gapped” publication that has become, 
arguably, the defining textual culture of our day. Social media platforms such as Facebook and 
Twitter are designed to encourage users to generate content as a leisure activity. The design of 
these platforms, which produce continual information gaps to fill, questions to answer, and 
challenges to respond to, is meant to encourage constant user activity. Users respond, once again, 
by using these gaps to communicate with each other and develop group identities as the authors 
and subjects of various platforms. (Some platforms, such as Sina Weibo in China, have seen 
attempts by the state to apply constraints to those platforms to shape group identity.) Yet activity 
on these platforms also generates data that is available only to privileged viewers, including the 
state. I use the comparison between these two important moments of mass readership and mass 
identity to explore hidden convergences between the consumption and production of texts, and 
ultimately to ask who has interpretive power over the stories that readers tell. 


