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Abstract: The article deals with the
analysis of works of David Mitchell, one of
Britain's leading contemporary authors, is just
beginning to attract academic interest. David
Mitchell stands as one of the most innovative
and influential writers of the twenty-first
century. His works challenge conventional
literary forms, bridging postmodernist themes
with new, forward-thinking ideas that engage
with pressing issues of our contemporary world.
Mitchell’s novels, such as Cloud Atlas and
Number9Dream, are characterized by complex
narrative structures, interwoven storylines, and
a deep exploration of identity, temporality, and
interconnectedness. As a novelist, Mitchell
engages with global concerns, such as
environmental degradation, cultural
dislocation, and technological advancements,
making his work relevant not only to literary
scholars but also to those studying philosophy,
history, and postmodern theory. This article
focuses on his debut novel, Ghostwritten (1999),
and suggests that the science of complexity
offers a framework for understanding the
intricate, interconnected structure of the novel.
Drawing on Maturana and Varela's theories, the
novel is described as an autopoietic system, with
its treatment of causality and time analyzed
through the work of Ilya Prigogine. The article
states that Ghostwritten represents a complex
narrative  system, reflecting the deep
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interconnection between the macroscopic and
microscopic aspects of the modern world.

INTRODUCTION

Mitchell’s blending of literary genres and use of narrative experimentation reflect a
broader shift in contemporary fiction, which has evolved from the fragmented perspectives of
postmodernism to a new mode of storytelling that seeks coherence and meaning amid
complexity. His work, particularly in the context of twenty-first-century literature, represents
a shift from skepticism and deconstruction toward a focus on connection, ethics, and human
resilience. This makes him a central figure for examining how contemporary fiction is grappling
with the uncertainties of the modern world. The study of David Mitchell’s novels also highlights
how contemporary fiction mirrors the digital age. His narrative techniques such as the use of
multiple perspectives, fragmented timelines, and intertextuality are reflective of the way
information and experience are increasingly mediated by technology and digital platforms. This
makes Mitchell’s work particularly relevant to understanding how literature is adapting to, and
evolving with, the technological landscape of the twenty-first century.

David Mitchell’s fiction is now closely associated with a distinctive style of narrative that
merges popular elements with the avant-garde, and blends the local with the global, as well as
individual with collective forms of identity. His debut novel, Ghostwritten, released just before
the turn of the century, features nine chapters and an epilogue that span the globe from east to
west, establishing him as a writer attuned to a world reshaped by globalization and climate
change. This work earned him the Mail on Sunday John Llewellyn Rhys Prize for a writer under
thirty-five. In 2003, after Ghostwritten and number9dream (2001), Mitchell was named one of
Granta’s Best of Young British Novelists. His third novel, Cloud Atlas (2004), brought him
widespread acclaim, with The New York Times calling him “clearly, a genius” and The
Washington Times labeling the book “an exciting, almost overwhelming masterpiece.” Cloud
Atlas sold a million copies in hardcover in North America and 500,000 in the UK. Following his
fourth novel, Black Swan Green (2006), Time magazine ranked him sixteenth on its list of the
100 individuals “whose talent, power, and moral example are transforming the world,"
recognizing him as the creator of the “twenty-first-century novel.” Critics have since continued

» «

to hail him as “the greatest novelist of his generation,” “one of the most electric minds alive, and
“the best thing to happen to narrative since Daniel Defoe.” Two of his seven novels have been
shortlisted for the Man Booker Prize, with three others long-listed, solidifying his status as an

influential and trendsetting novelist of the 21st century.
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LITERATURE REVIEW

David Mitchell is often recognized as one of the most innovative and influential authors of
the twenty-first century, his works characterized by intricate narratives, complex themes, and
a distinctive postmodern style. Critics and scholars have extensively explored the multi-layered
structures of his novels, particularly their engagement with questions of identity, time, and
interconnectedness in a globalized world. This review will explore various aspects of Mitchell’s
work, including his narrative strategies, thematic concerns, and the broader cultural and
philosophical contexts that shape his literary output.

Postmodernism and the Fragmented Narrative: One of the defining features of David
Mitchell's novels is their fragmented narrative structure. Drawing on the techniques of
postmodernism, Mitchell often employs non-linear storytelling, multiple perspectives, and
intertextuality to weave together diverse narrative strands. His 2004 novel Cloud Atlas is
perhaps the most well-known example of this approach. The novel’s structure consists of six
interconnected stories that span different time periods and locations, from a nineteenth-
century Pacific voyage to a post-apocalyptic future. Scholars like James Wood [10] have argued
that Mitchell’s fragmentation of narrative mirrors the increasingly fractured nature of
contemporary life, reflecting a world in which traditional boundaries - whether geographic,
temporal, or personal are constantly being dissolved.

Mitchell’s use of intertextuality is another hallmark of his postmodern style. In
Number9Dream (2001), for example, references to pop culture, literature, and history are
seamlessly blended into the narrative, creating a layered text that both reflects and critiques
the postmodern condition. As McHale [8] points out, this technique invites readers to engage
with the text on multiple levels, drawing attention to the artificiality of storytelling while also
emphasizing the interconnectedness of human experience across time and space.

Identity and Time: Central Themes in Mitchell's Works: The themes of identity and time
recur throughout David Mitchell’s novels. In Cloud Atlas, characters across different time
periods share the same soul, suggesting a cyclical understanding of time and identity. This idea
of reincarnation, or the persistence of individual consciousness across lifetimes, allows Mitchell
to explore how identity is shaped by history, memory, and social context. Scholar Sarah Dillon
[4] highlights how this cyclical temporality reflects Mitchell’s broader concern with the impact
of history on the individual, as well as the possibility of transcendence and continuity in an
otherwise fragmented world.

In The Bone Clocks (2014), Mitchell expands on these themes by introducing supernatural

elements, such as immortal beings who inhabit different human bodies across centuries. This

]
http://mentaljournal-jspu.uz/index.php/mesmj/index 207




Mental Enlightenment Scientific-Methodological Journal ISSN: 2181-1547 (E) / 2181-6131 (P)

blending of speculative fiction with historical and contemporary realism allows Mitchell to
further interrogate the nature of identity, raising questions about the extent to which
individuals can escape their pasts or transcend the limitations of their present circumstances.
As Robert Eaglestone [5] suggests, Mitchell’s treatment of time and identity in this novel can be
seen as part of a broader literary trend in the twenty-first century, one that seeks to reconcile
the fragmented, postmodern self with a more cohesive understanding of human experience.

Globalization and Interconnectedness: Mitchell’s novels also engage deeply with the
themes of globalization and interconnectedness, reflecting the realities of the twenty-first-
century world. In novels like Ghostwritten (1999) and Cloud Atlas, Mitchell explores how lives
are linked across continents and centuries, often in unexpected ways. His characters, whether
they are traveling musicians, corporate executives, or ordinary citizens, find their actions
reverberating across the globe, sometimes with profound consequences. Critics such as Paul
Harris [6] have argued that Mitchell’s work captures the disorienting effects of globalization,
where local events can have global implications, and individuals are increasingly defined by
their relationships with distant others.

At the same time, Mitchell’s novels often emphasize the importance of personal agency in
shaping these global connections. In Cloud Atlas, for example, characters’ choices whether
moral or immoral resonate across time and space, suggesting that individual actions, however
small, can have far-reaching effects. This focus on agency sets Mitchell apart from other
postmodern authors, who often emphasize the disempowering aspects of globalization. As
Adam Roberts [9] observes, Mitchell's work offers a more optimistic vision of global
interconnectedness, one that acknowledges the complexities and dangers of globalization while
also celebrating the potential for positive change.

The Post-Postmodern Turn: In recent years, some scholars have argued that David
Mitchell’s work represents a shift away from postmodernism toward what might be called
“post-postmodernism.” While his earlier novels, such as Ghostwritten and Number9Dream,
display many of the hallmarks of postmodern fiction fragmented narratives, metafictional
elements, and an emphasis on textuality his later works, including The Bone Clocks and Slade
House (2015), demonstrate a more sincere engagement with questions of meaning, identity,
and morality.

As noted by David James [7], Mitchell’s novels reflect a growing trend among
contemporary writers to move beyond the irony and skepticism that characterized much of
postmodern fiction. In The Bone Clocks, for example, Mitchell addresses issues such as climate

change, warfare, and the search for meaning in an increasingly uncertain world, all within a

]
http://mentaljournal-jspu.uz/index.php/mesmj/index 208




Mental Enlightenment Scientific-Methodological Journal ISSN: 2181-1547 (E) / 2181-6131 (P)

narrative that spans centuries and genres. While still incorporating elements of
postmodernism, such as narrative fragmentation and intertextuality, Mitchell’s later works
suggest a renewed commitment to exploring the possibility of coherence and meaning in a
fractured world.

David Mitchell’s Ghostwritten has been compared to various works, including Richard
Linklater's film Slacker (1991), Arthur Schnitzler's play Round Dance (late 1890s), and Mark Z.
Danielewski’s contemporary novel House of Leaves (2000), as mentioned by Miller. Additional
comparisons include Alex Garland's The Tesseract (1998), Simon Lewis's Go (1998), and
modernist novels like James Joyce's Dubliners (1914) and Samuel Beckett's More Pricks than
Kicks (1934), referenced by Blincoe [2]. However, these comparisons are not explored in depth,
and some seem inappropriate at a glance. For instance, while Slacker employs a linear narrative
that shifts from character to character, Ghostwritten intricately intertwines its stories in a more
complex manner.

One of the most compelling comparisons is Garland's The Tesseract, as both works
explore causality. In The Tesseract, causality is reflected through lines like “The moon orbits
the earth... the cause being gravity but the reason being nothing” (Garland 26), and in the
motivations of the character Alfredo, whose reasoning for researching Manila's street children
hints at complexities similar to cosmic distances. Garland’s novel also features subtle narrative
repetitions and characters who reappear with varying importance in different stories, a
narrative structure that aligns with Mitchell's use of interconnected characters. Furthermore,
The Tesseract's reference to a “tesseract” - a four-dimensional hypercube - serves as a
metaphor for how we perceive only a partial version of reality, akin to Ghostwritten’s narrative
technique [2]. Yet, Mitchell’s novel is more expansive in its temporal and geographical scope,
emphasizing global interconnectedness.

Despite numerous references to the connections between Ghostwritten and Mitchell’s
later work, Cloud Atlas, few reviews delve deeply into these links, likely due to space limitations.
The intricate structure of Ghostwritten and its connections deserve further examination. For
example, characters like Denholme and Timothy Cavendish, and motifs like the comet, reappear
in both novels, symbolizing the intricate web of causality present in Mitchell's works.

DISCUSSION

For a specific theorization of what constitutes a “systems novel” particularly in relation to
Don DelLillo's works and biologist Ludwig von Bertalanffy's General System Theory (1968),
refer to Tom LeClair's In the Loop: Don DeLillo and the Systems Novel (1987). LeClair contends

that the “systems novel” is a valuable new category that transcends some of the artificial
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distinctions prevalent in academic criticism, such as traditional vs. experimental, realistic vs.
self-referential, and modern vs. postmodern (XII). Given the clear intertextual connections
between Mitchell's and DeLillo's writings - the epigraph to number9dream is from DelLillo's
Americana (1971) - there is considerable potential for future critical analysis of the relationship
between these two authors, as well as the application of LeClair's theory to Mitchell's fiction.
Notably, in his introduction, LeClair references Prigogine and Stenger's Order Out of Chaos,
suggesting that Prigogine's theory of dissipative structures supports von Bertalanffy's ideas
about the self-organization of systems, offers evidence of reversibility, and harmonizes
quantum mechanics with biological science, providing an optimistic outlook on a world
previously viewed as inevitably entropic [2]. However, LeClair does not apply Prigogine's
theories to detailed literary analysis.

Moreover, In Being and Time, Heidegger presents an understanding of the human as
temporally situated, simultaneously oriented toward the future and defined by an unresolved
historicality. In essence, Being recognizes itself through a repetition of the past: “Dasein is as it
already was, and it is ‘what’ it already was”; “Dasein ‘is’ its past in the way of its own Being”
(Being and Time, 41). This prompts a key question: If Heidegger’s concept of the subject's dual
temporality holds true, does David Mitchell’s portrayal of posthuman subjectivity - represented
as a series of repeating, fragmented elements—confirm a fundamentally human, rather than
posthuman, condition? Mitchell’s posthuman subject, which I draw from Blanchot as a
“subjectivity without any subject,” appears to be always oriented toward an impending
catastrophic future. In this light, it mirrors Heidegger’s human subject more closely than it
represents a fragmented posthuman identity. Thus, a Heideggerian reading of Blanchot’s notion
of the “disastrous subject” would paradoxically offer it a stable relation to the future, reinforcing
its humanity rather than signaling a break with it.

Alternatively, Mitchell’s depiction of the subject could radically suggest that Heidegger’s
focus on human temporality inherently acknowledges, even if indirectly, the inevitable end of
the human condition. A comparative reading of Mitchell with Heidegger - not just through
Heidegger - reveals this [1]. For instance, in “The Age of the World Picture,” Heidegger’s notion
that humans intentionally maintain their position as the foundation for the development of
humanity might be critiqued. It does not account for a subjectivity that is conditioned by a
perpetually repeating past and the possibility of an uncertain future, a temporal structure that
destabilizes traditional humanist notions of the subject.

Mitchell’s representation of historical subjectivity, which carries the metaphorical “virus”

of a traumatized self, must be examined through a philosophical lens. His novels suggest a
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different way of understanding the historical subject, which is described as the post-human
“partial object,” and later, with reference to Paul Virilio, as the “traject” [1]. In Mitchell’s works,
the subject can only be fully understood as a collection of traces from conflicting and
traumatized temporalities. The conclusion, which is necessarily speculative given the nature of
both Mitchell’s and Heidegger’s thought, raises the possibility of seeing Mitchell’s subjects not
as simply human or posthuman in an unresolved state, but as something entirely new. This
leads to a reconsideration of the temporal complexity of the “post” in posthumanism, a term
that looks both forward and backward. Does this "post" embody Being as both imminent and,
to echo Heidegger, “what it already was”?

CONCLUSION

Thus, Mitchell’s globalized narratives offer an opportunity to explore how literature
addresses issues of cultural hybridity, migration, and global politics. His novels often cross
geographic and temporal boundaries, addressing universal themes through the lens of multiple
cultures and historical periods. In doing so, Mitchell’s work serves as a powerful reflection of
the interconnectedness of the modern world, making him a critical subject of study for those
interested in global literature and cross-cultural exchange. In summary, studying David
Mitchell’s work is essential for understanding the evolving nature of twenty-first-century
literature. His narrative innovation, thematic complexity, and engagement with global and
technological issues position him as a key figure in the ongoing discussion of what it means to
be a novelist in the contemporary world. This research, therefore, not only contributes to
literary studies but also enriches broader conversations in cultural studies, philosophy, and
digital humanities.
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