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EDITORIAL 

C’est avec une immense joie que je vous souhaite la bienvenue à la 
Revue Internationale du Groupe de Recherche Espace-Climat-
Environnement », un espace dédié à la réflexion, à l’analyse, et à la 
recherche sur les enjeux environnementaux, climatiques et sociaux qui 
touchent notre pays, l’Afrique et le monde. 

Notre revue se veut un carrefour d’échanges scientifiques et d’idées 
novatrices, où les dynamiques spatiales, les défis climatiques, les 
problématiques environnementales et sociales sont explorés avec 
rigueur et engagement. À travers chaque édition, nous nous efforçons 
d’apporter des éclairages pertinents, des solutions adaptées et des 
perspectives enrichissantes pour contribuer à un développement 
durable et harmonieux. Ce support scientifique vient donc renforcer 
la visibilité des résultats des travaux de recherche menés sur les 
thématiques liées aux lettres et sciences humaines. 

Je tiens à remercier chaleureusement tous ceux qui participent à cette 
aventure intellectuelle : les auteurs pour leurs contributions précieuses, 
les lecteurs pour leur fidélité et nos partenaires pour leur soutien 
indéfectible. Ensemble, œuvrons pour une meilleure compréhension 
de notre environnement et pour des actions concrètes en faveur de sa 
préservation. 

Bonne lecture et bienvenue dans l’univers de GRECE – TCHAD ! 

 

Le Directeur de publication 

 

Romain GOUATAINE SEINGUÉ 
                                                      Maitre de Conférences - CAMES 
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CRITICAL ANALYSIS OF CONTEMPORARY BRITISH FICTIONS 
THROUGH JULIAN BARNES’S STARING AT THE SUN 

 
⁕IBOURAHIMA BORO Alidou Razakou and CHABI BIYAOU 

Adetchéguoun Rodrigue 
University of Parakou/Benin 
⁕raziah.arib@gmail.com 

Abstract  

The end of the Second World War represents the starting point of a new literary 

era commonly called contemporary period. This period of British literature 

gathers all the fictional works written by British authors from 1945 up to date. 

In most of their works, themes like war, death, lesbianism, feminism, 

individualism, sex, and technological advance are developed in different angles. 

Thus, the present research work intends to make a critical analysis of 

contemporary British fiction through Julian Barnes’s Staring at the Sun. In the 

frame of this study, new historicism and feminist theory are the appropriate 

literary theories used for a better understanding of the novel under analysis. 

Thanks to qualitative method, data from existing literature such as books, 

articles, blog pages and previous dissertations have been collected and 

processed. The results show that contemporary period and postmodernism are 

interrelated. Thereby, the current British fictional works may be evaluated 

regarding the different features of postmodernism such as fragmentation, irony, 

black humour, parody, pastiche, intersexuality, historiographical meta-fiction, 

fabulation, minimalism and maximalism.  

Keywords: Contemporary, postmodernism, war, parody, and fragmentation  

 

Analyse critique des fictions britanniques contemporaines à travers 

Staring at the sun de Julian Barnes 

Résumé 

La fin de la deuxième guerre mondiale représente le point de départ d’une 
nouvelle ère littéraire communément appelée période contemporaine. Cette 

période de la littérature contemporaine regroupe toutes les œuvres écrites par les 

auteurs Britanniques de 1945 à nos jours. Dans la plupart de ces œuvres, les 
thèmes tels que la guerre, la mort, le lesbianisme, le féminisme, l’individualisme, la 
sexualité, et l’évolution technologique sont abordés sous différents angles. Ainsi, 
le présent travail de recherche vise à faire une analyse critique de la littérature 

contemporaine à travers Vers le Soleil de Julian Barnes. Dans le cadre de cette 

https://grece-tchad.com/
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étude, le new historicisme et le féminisme sont les théories appropriées ayant 

permis de mieux comprendre ce roman. Grace à la méthode qualitative, les 

données collectées des livres, des articles, des blogs et des anciens mémoires ont 

été analysées. Les résultats ont montré que la littérature contemporaine et le 

postmodernisme sont en corrélation. De ce fait, les romans contemporains 

peuvent être évalués en tenant compte des différentes caractéristiques du 

postmodernisme telles que la fragmentation, l’ironie, l’humour, les parodies, les 

pastiches, l’intertextualité, la métafiction historiographique, la fabulation, le 
minimalisme et le maximalisme.   

Mots clés : Contemporain, postmodernisme, guerre, parodie, et fragmentation 

 

Introduction 

Since the old period of English literature up to date, the world of British 

literature has known a spectacular development manifested by perpetual 

changes of ideas and narrative styles. From the period when British literary 

works were difficult to access because of the influence of other languages such 

as Greek and Latin, the contemporary British literature appears like the sun on 

the sky and has become a specific period during which literary works are 

produced with such intelligence and dazzling narrative styles that can thrill the 

mind of readers. Thereby, contemporary fiction serves as a compass to disclose 

all the social irregularities faced in the United Kingdom of Great Britain after 

the end the Second World War. It is also associated to postmodernism that is 

generally considered as a literary movement that rejects modernist ideology. 

According to many scholars, postmodernism is in the thick of contemporary 

fictions.  

Unlikely to modernism, postmodernists think that fictional works are the fruit 

of human imagination even if it reflects some truths. Rather than being an 

absolute truth, Muhamba and Francis highlight that postmodernists hold 

another definition of truth. For them, truth is a “socially constructed concept shaped by 

cultural, historical, and linguistic factors” (Muhamba and Francis, 34). Another aspect 

that distinguishes postmodern novels from modern works dwells in the mix of 

narrative styles. Instead of respecting either linear or non-linear narrative as 

modernists, contemporary authors prefer fragmentation that breaks the 

chronological order of the story through a mix of linear and non-linear 

narrative.     

Julian Barnes is one of the remarkable figures of the contemporary British 

literature whose works emphasise the dexterity and the quality of British 

https://grece-tchad.com/
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fictional works. Julian Barnes starts his first chapter with the Battle of Britain, 

retelling the story of Pilot Sgt Thomas Prosser on his way back to base in 1941. 

The narrator depicts how Sgt Thomas Prosser and his crew succeed in escaping 

to enemies’ attack.  
Apart from death and war, Barnes reveals the consequences of lack of attention 

in marriage. Through the marriage between the main character of this novel, and 

Michael, he shows the importance of sex in marriage, using a parody to quote 

another author’s work dealing with sex in his novel. Despite Dr. Headley’s 
effort, it is worth mentioning that this marriage does not last longer. It has been 

broken by Jean who has left Michael in order to end up woman’s domination by 
men.  This underlines indirectly the feminist ideology invigorated by Jean's 

Friend, Rachel who is a real feminist.  

Julian Barnes's Staring at the Sun also discloses the issue of lesbianism especially 

through the relationship between Jean and Rachel. However, talking about this 

novel without shedding light on the issue of self-attachment and Jean’s curiosity 
would be like driving a car without tyres. Jean specific way of thinking about her 

person is the essence of her individualism. Finally, putting Gregory in the 

position of someone who is always on internet, seeking the meaning of life, is a 

way to emphasise the presence of technology in contemporary literary works.  

For the purpose of the current research work that aims at making a critical 

analysis of contemporary British fiction through Julian Barnes's Staring at the Sun, 

new historicism and feminist theory have been chosen as the adequate literary 

theories. Therefore, qualitative method has been applied with a close analysis of 

the novel under study and other previous research works dealing with 

contemporary literature.  

I. Background of the Study  

1.1 Conceptual Clarification 

For a better understanding of the present research work, giving some basic 

clarifications on the key concepts becomes as necessary as a battery in a phone. 

Thus, defining contemporary British literature and postmodernism is crucially 

important before jumping on an in-depth analysis of this topic.   

Beforehand, people should know that the term “contemporary” may be used as 
synonym of the adjective “current”. It refers to everything that happens or is 

happening now. Putting it in front of literature is just a way to designate the 

current period of literature during which authors mostly disclose various social 

problems that people are facing in the whole world. Contemporary literature 

https://grece-tchad.com/
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becomes then a powerful arm used by writers not only to reveal social, political, 

economic and cultural issues but also to emphasise the amazing technological 

progress facilitated by the spread of internet.  

The presence of “British” in the phrase “contemporary British literature” is to specify 
the field of investigation. That is, this research work focuses on the current 

fictional works produced by British authors. It promotes British authors' works 

rather than analysing the tale of books or novels dealing with American 

literature. Contemporary period of British literature is said to have begun after 

the Second World War precisely in 1945. Ever since, every fictional works 

written by British authors are considered as contemporary works. This period is 

certainly considered as contemporary period because of many scholars who 

think that the end of the Second World War gives birth to a new world with 

new ideologies and new social, and political atmosphere. Several themes are 

developed by contemporary authors:  

It points out some social, cultural, 
political, and environmental issues of 
our time. These themes, such as 
identity, race, gender, sexuality, 
globalization, technology, social 
inequality, mental health, and the 
environment, provide an exploration 
of the intricacies and obstacles faced in 
navigating the contemporary world. By 
delving into these themes, 
contemporary literature offers 
profound insights into the human 
experience within the context of 
present-day society.1 

As mentioned above, contemporary British literature tackles the question of sex 

inequality manifested by the rise of feminist ideology. Out of this social 

problems, contemporary British writers such as Julian Barnes talk of sex in most 

of their works. The novel under analysis is a good example of contemporary 

fiction that deals with sex. Even if the issue of social inequalities has been 

tackled during Victorian period by authors such as Charles Dickens in Oliver 

                                                           

1
 https://www.campuzine.com/become-an- consulted on 12.09.2024 at 11:53 P.m 
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Twist, it is undeniable that social inequalities are depicted in contemporary 

works.  

However, postmodernism is generally used to refer to the narrative style used by 

contemporary writers. Instead of being considered as literary period, it is viewed 

as literary criticism. According to James English, postmodernism emerges as 

opposite of modernism (James 2). It rejects the concept or linearity, adopting a 

mix of linear and nonlinear to create new narrative style. James English also 

identifies other terms used as reference to postmodernism. He reveals that 

postmodernism may also be called: post-industrial, postcolonial, and post national era 

(James 2). Hoffman adds that many other are used in lieu and place of 

postmodernism: post- social, post - historical, post - ideological, post - utopian, post -

political, post - fascist, post - aesthetic, post - cultural, post - physical, post - humanist, post - 

white, post - heroic, post - philosophy, post - Marxist, post – contemporary era (Mebarka 4). 

Several characteristics differ postmodernism from previous literary movements. 

First and foremost, postmodernists recount histories in a specific way, using 

irony, black humour and fragmentation. Other distinguishing features of 

postmodernism are playfulness, parody, pastiche and intertextuality, and 

fabulation. Postmodernism focuses on historical meta-fiction, Magical realism, 

minimalism and maximalism (Mebarka 26). 

1.2. Methodological Framework  

   In the frame of this research work, qualitative method has been applied with 

Staring at the Sun by Julian Barnes as primary source. Thereby, extracts from this 

novel have been used not only as evidence to show the influence of 

postmodernism on contemporary British fictions but also to establish the 

relationship between the historical knowledge of the novel and the current 

reality. Out of this novel, qualitative method helps to get a large number of data 

through a close analysis of existing literature. Then, data from other books, 

articles, and previous dissertations dealing with postmodernism or 

contemporary British literature have been collected and processed in order to 

enhance the quality of the current research work. Finally, technological advance 

offers a great facility not only to get access to some blog pages but also to 

deepen my research on internet.  

1.3. Theoretical Framework 

 For the achievement of this research work, two literary theories have been 

applied. Beforehand, new historicism appears as the appropriate literary theory 

that contributes to a better understanding of postmodern fictional works. 

Known as the literary theory created by Stephen Greenblatt, New historicism 

https://grece-tchad.com/
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sheds light on the impact of historical context on fictional works. According to 

Mehdi Hasanian, contemporary British literature could not be analysed without 

having a glance on its socio-cultural context:  

The issue we want to discuss in new 
historicism, which could be a political 
phenomenon or a book, is influenced by 
it social and cultural context, and had an 
influence on it too. That's why we cannot 
analyse it as isolated creation because it is 
a social and cultural production of that 
time (Mehdi 5).  

Thereby, Staring at the Sun by Julian Barnes could not be analysed without 

looking at the historical context in which the novel has been written. This 

theory is then chosen in order to go beyond the story and disclose the influence 

of contemporary realities on Barnes's fiction.  

As mentioned in Mehdi Hasania's research, new historicism also tackles some 

neglected aspects of the contemporary literature such as: postcolonial, African 

American, lesbianism and gay (Mehdi 5). It is then obvious that new historicism has 

been applied in the frame of this study in order to have a distinct view of the 

relationship between Rachel and the main character of the novel under study. 

Apart from new historicism, feminist theory has been used as adequate theory 

to shed light on the feminist ideology of Rachel who thinks that Jean early 

marriage with Michael is due to oppressive male truth. 2 Indeed, this theory 

contributes to the emancipation of women. Unlikely to period where women 

were only considered as housemaid, feminists succeed in revealing the equality 

between men and women in the society. Far from being a slave, feminists show 

that women should not be treated as slave in their matrimonial homes. For 

instance, Jean has broken her marriage with Michael in order to free herself 

from men’s domination. In the olden time, women are not allowed to talk to 
men anyhow, but Rachel expresses herself without fear in front of Gregory. She 

thinks that it is the right time to change the wheel (Barnes 113). Rachel’s voice may 

be considered as the voice of many voiceless women who are suffering in their 

matrimonial homes without comfort. As feminist, she is calling other women to 

be strong and determined in order to achieve their goal. Thanks to feminist 

theory, one could go beyond the simple words uttered by Rachel and Jean to 

better understand what they would like to underline.  

                                                           

2
 (read supersumary.com for more detail) 
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II. Characteristics of postmodernism in Julian Barnes’s Staring at the 

Sun  

Published in 1986, Staring at the Sun is an interesting novel that deals with 

contemporary realities. In this novel, Julian Barnes uses a third person 

omniscient narrative expressed through the repetitive use of third person 

personal pronouns such as: he and she. Instead of using the personal pronoun I 

to mark his presence in the novel, the man of letters prefers to tell the story via 

dynamic characters. Even without a third personal pronoun, repeating the name 

of each character is palpable evidence that shows eventually the type narrative. 

In pure English and attractive styles, Julian Barnes succeeds to win readers 

‘heart. However, it is not difficult to notice how Barnes has mixed up several 
genres in this novel. This novel reflects the image of postmodern fictional 

works, breaking the linear narrative promoted by modernists. Here are some 

features of contemporary works: 

2.1 Fragmentation 

While dealing with the narrative style, it is good evaluating the narrator's work 

through the different characteristics of postmodernism. One of the main 

characteristics of postmodernism is fragmentation. According to Mebarka, 

fragmentation is the fact of breaking the linear way of telling the story. He 

thinks that out of the plot, characters, themes, and factual reference may be also 

fragmented (Mebarka 27). Instead of telling the story in a straight line, 

postmodern authors such as Julian Barnes mix the linear and non-linear ways to 

create another genre commonly called fragmentation. In the novel under, the 

narrator does not allow readers to follow chronological order of events. Instead 

of finishing with one event before tackling the other, Julian Barnes uses a 

specific fragmentation to break linearity, making allusion to the past event 

already narrated.  

For instance, people may be surprised by the way Barnes recalls the past during 

the conversation between Jean and Dr. Headley. In fact there were talking about 

sex before Jean's marriage. As Jean is Virgin and has never had a sexual 

intercourse, she asks for Dr. Headley's assistance in order to more about sexual 

intercourse. Dr. Headley explains how women feel while making love, an 

interesting part of the novel that most of readers enjoy. Suddenly, the narrator 

brings us back to the beginning of the novel, describing Prosser's hurricane 

during the war. The on-going action is not fined when the narrator start 

developing another idea.  

https://grece-tchad.com/
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The circular tin came out again, and the 
French chalk rose, and the smearing of the 
jelly was demonstrated, and again Jean 
thought, lubricated by mucus? Perhaps it 
was a tube of mucus jelly. Then she was 
upended, as if she’d chosen the wrong 
machine at a fun fair, and ordered to relax. 
She relaxed by floating, then flying away 
from what was happening to her. She was 
in a black Hurricane and the clouds were 
streaming past. Sun-Up Prosser had had a 
wicker seat installed in his cockpit and was 
taking her for a ride...Uncle Leslie had a 
good trick with a cigarette, but Prosser had 
an even better one with the sun. Here we 
go now, look over there past my shoulder, 
across the black wing, watch it rise, watch it 
rise. And now, down we go, down another 
ten thousand feet and wait for it, watch, the 
sun comes up once more. The ordinary 
miracle occurs. Do it again? No, not unless 
you want to join the submarine boys 
(Barnes 53) 

The above extract is an example of fragmentation. The narrator changes the plot 

with easiness and come back later to continue his story of sex tutorial. Indeed, 

he brings a piece of the first part of novel back to smarten up his fictional 

works. It is like an opened paragraph to retell the interesting adventure of an 

airman and Jean's childhood memories.  

 

2.2 Irony, Black Humour, Playfulness  

Another capital element that differs postmodernism from modernism is the 

storytelling fascinated by Irony, Black humour and playfulness. In Staring at the 

Sun, Julian Barnes's narrative is characterised by a close use of irony way of 

depicting serious issue. Here is an example:  

The bomber would have skirted 
antiaircraft guns, declined the 
publicity of searchlights, dodged 
barrage balloons and night 
fighters; it would be steadying 
itself, the crew would be thinking 
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of hot coffee fierce with chicory, 
the landing gear would crunch 
down and then would come the 
poacher’s crafty retribution. 
(Barnes 9) 

Anyone could imagine how the crew of military forces who are trying to escape 

from enemies' attack would be thinking of “hot coffee fierce”. It seems a little 
bit bizarre but it is normal because this narrative genre is the pillar of 

postmodernism. Authors use to play with serious matter otherwise how could 

someone who is fighting against Hitler’s air forces think of food. Through this 
extract, Barnes would like to highlight indirectly that Prosser's crew is much 

more concentrate on how to escape to bombers rather than thinking of food. 

This is just an irony, a figure of speech that says the opposite of what one would 

like to express. Another passage that testifies the narrator’s playfulness and 
sense of humour is:  

She tried not to, but she couldn’t 
help thinking about Michael’s penis. 
Not the thing itself, which she had 
yet to imagine, let alone see; but the 
idea of it. The thing that would join 
their bodies together the sex-hyphen 
(Barnes 45) 

Indeed, Jean has been thinking about how a penis is. Jean wonders and wants to 

know but while reading the first clause of this sentence, one may blindly believe 

that Jean was not thinking about Michael's penis. Barnes plays with his words 

and this makes readers enjoy the novel.  

 

2.3 Parody  

Parody is literary genre that allows writers to jump on a funny imitation of 

another authors ‘works in their novel. Unlikely to pastiche, parody offers a 

liberty to criticize another work. According to a recent publication on super 

summary TM, parodies helps to imitate another writer's work, creating 

humorous effect in the offing to celebrate it or to criticize it. Julian Barnes does 

not put this literary genre aside, he makes allusion to parody while dealing with 

the main character's wedding with Michael. He opens a parenthesis to comment 

Our Ostriches and a twelve books dealing with sexual education: 

At the front was a list of the 
author’s previous works. She had 
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written The Cretaceous Flora (in 
two parts), Ancient Plants, The 
Study of Plant Life, A Journal from 
Japan, a three-act play called Our 
Ostriches and a dozen books under 
the heading Sexology. One of these 
was called The First Five Thousand. 
The first five thousand what? 
(Barnes 41) 

Barnes makes people navigate throughout these books. He sheds light on the 

main themes developed in each of them, trying to question their originality. She 

puts Jean in the position of a character who has received these books as her 

marriage gift. The main objective of this gift is to prepare Jean psychologically 

and emotionally before her first sexual intercourse with Michael. Then, the 

narrator makes a close report of Jean’s reading. Ones of the keywords that 

people could easily keep in mind are: “excitement, humming, lubricated by jelly, sex-

attraction, sex-ignorance, sex-tide, sex life, sex-function and Sex-hyphens. (Barnes 42) 

Unlikely to pastiche where the narrator could not criticise other works, Julian 

Barnes does not hide his point of view. He expresses indirectly his viewpoint 

through the character of Jean. That is why he declares: That night, she put away the 

book. It was clearly rubbish (Barnes 43). 

III. Contemporary Themes Developed In Julian Barnes's Staring 

at the Sun 

3.1 Julian Barnes and war  

 As mentioned above in conceptual clarification, contemporary British literature 

deals with the literature of post-war period. To wit, contemporary literature has 

started in 1945 at the end of the Second World War. Thereby, it may serve as a 

mean of depicting what happened during the period of war. Even if, Julian 

Barnes has not done an in-depth account of the Second World War, it is 

distinctly clear that the novel under study is about war.  

At the beginning of novel, Barnes presents Sgt Thomas Prosser who is back 

from the battlefield in June 1941. During this period, the UK has being 

threatened by Hitler's air forces that send series of bombs to destroy the UK. 

According to historians, this period mentioned in Barnes's Staring at the Sun 

refers to the end of Blitz. Julian Barnes depicts how Sgt Prosser and his screw 

avoid Hitler's shelling (Barnes 9). Through a close reading of this novel, one 

could understand that Barnes is talking about war. The first element that may 

help to know what the text is about is the term “bomber”.  The bomber is one of 
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the different categories of plane used to send bomb. Once bombs are not 

symbol of festivity or peace, there are used by the narrator as symbol of war and 

destruction.  

During this period, people's lives are in danger. No one could claim to be safe. 

Most of people are afraid and that is certainly why their movement are limited. 

According to Julian Barnes, men are the first to face enemies. It does not mean 

that women have been helpless. They have also contributed in their way. Read 

the following extract for more information:  

War, of course, was men’s business. Men 
conducted it, and men tapping out their pipes like 
headmasters explained it. What had women done 
in the Great War? Given out white feathers, 
stoned dachshunds, gone out to nurse in France. 
First they sent men off to fight, then they patched 
them up (Barnes 23). 

 In the above extract, Jean's father tries to explain the role of the WVS during 

the Second World War. According to him, women have done a lot of things to 

assist men. Even if they, they don't shut like men, their efforts are not ignorable. 

Julian Barnes does not give details information about women's role during the 

war, but he has mentioned WVS symbolically. Then, any reader who is 

interested in women's role during the war may go and continue his research on 

Women Volunteer Service. Barnes has mentioned that Jean's mother has joined 

WVS and she could not come back home as usual (Barnes 23). 

As consequence of the war, the narrator has mentioned that many people have 

been killed. For instance, Thomas Prosser is among those people who have 

been killed during the war. The narrator does not give the exact number of 

people killed but, he declares: Not much happened in the war at first, it seemed to Jean; 

but then it got going and people started to be killed(Barnes 25) It is an euphemism used 

by the narrator to express his idea in an inoffensive way.  

3.2 Feminism 

Feminism is commonly defined as a literary theory that aims at pointing out the 

different irregularities related to women in the society. According feminists, 

considering women as weak sex is not fair. Then, their daily battle is to bring 

women in the same level as men. Instead of considering women as housemaid, 

feminists think that women can do any kind of work men can do. One of their 

main objectives is also to promote equality between men and women in any 

domain of human activities. That is, men and women have the same right. No 

man can shout at his wife and more. This movement emerges in the whole 
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world including in the UK as a mean of disclosing men's supremacy over 

women. 

Reading this novel with feminist eyes may help not only to reveal the different 

irregularities faced by Jean in her matrimonial homes but also to make a critical 

analysis of Rachel viewpoints as real feminist. Out of the fact that Rachel is 

lesbian, she is also a real feminist. Rachel dislikes men supremacy over women 

and declares that things need to change: What about changing a wheel? (105) 

According to Rachel, the wheel needs to be changed. In other words, the way 

women are considered in the society should be changed. The way women are 

treated in their matrimonial homes needs to be changed. Rachel thinks that 

loyalty is somehow an expression of women's weakness and the promotion of 

men's supremacy. As far as the case of Jean is concerned Rachel thinks that she 

has not been treated as a respectful woman throughout her twenty years of 

marriage. Every time that there is problem in the family, she is always the one 

who should ask for forgiveness. Rachel thinks that this theory of asking for 

forgiveness even if one is wright needs to be reviewed: 

 Perhaps such advances couldn’t be 
obtained without a necessary toughening 
of character. This would explain why 
things often seemed worse, not better, 
between the sexes; why there was so 
much aggression, and why they were so 
pleased to call aggression honesty. 
(Barnes 113) 

Women's emancipation would not be as easy as people think it. To break men's 

domination over women, Rachel thinks that women should put loyalty aside and 

toughen their heart. For her, feminist's objective would never be reached 

without women's determination. Rachel does not hesitate to reveal the main 

reason why women are under men mercy. From the above extract, one could 

easily understand that women's situation worsens from day to day because of 

fear and lack of character’s toughening.  
Regarding the different irregularities related to women, one could highlight the 

problem of domestic violence. While some women have no peace of mind in 

their matrimonial homes, other women are boisterously mistreated. Rachel 

states: “Men are beating up women more than they ever used to. Men are killing children.” 
Rachel said: “What’s the difference between a man and a turd? (Barnes 113). To 

underline men's violence, Rachel has used a metaphor, comparing men to turd. 

With no doubt, one could assume that women's living conditions does not 
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please Rachel. She is not satisfy and wants to change the wheel. Some people 

may think that Rachel regrets her existence as woman, but no; she does not 

regret her existence. In retrospect, she regrets the different inequalities, 

Injustices faced by women in the different communities. That is why she 

declares: “Being born a woman is being born left-handed and forced to write with the other 

one (Barnes 114) 

3.3 Marriage and sex  

Apart from love, most of contemporary British writers tackle the question of 

sex in their works. As contemporary author, Julian Barnes does ignore the 

importance of this theme; he rather uses the right words to describe the right 

things. In this fictional work, Barnes puts Jean in the position of someone who 

is about to get married. Her mother gives her a book on sexology. Through a 

parody, Barnes succeeds to convey his message.  

According to this novel, sex is not a funny game as Jean thinks it. Sex is not 

something with which people can play. While looking back the circumstance in 

which the book has been given to Jean, one could point out two lessons about 

sex. In fact, Jean has never received such gift when she was sixteen, but when 

she reaches the age of marriage. It means that sex is not for kids. At the same 

time, she receives the book while preparing her marriage. It shows how 

important is sex in marriage.  

Obviously, sex is crucially important in marriage otherwise Dr. Headley would 

not have been taken by Michael to teach Jean's how to make love. As expert, 

Dr. Headley description makes Jean caricature what Michael's penis looks like. 

The following extract gives more precision:  

 Recurrence would astonish her; 
perhaps she wouldn’t need any 
Alpine air. She tried not to, but she 
couldn’t help thinking about 
Michael’s penis. Not the thing itself, 
which she had yet to imagine, let 
alone see; but the idea of it. The 
thing that would join their bodies 
together the sex-hyphen (Barnes 45). 

What Jean is thinking about may be right. Meanwhile, the first sexual intercourse 

is always anchored in people's heart. It is unforgettable experience. Even if 

people claim that sex is exciting, maiden are mostly afraid for the first time. Jean 

is afraid despite the theoretical knowledge she has learned with Dr. Headley. 

https://grece-tchad.com/


Revue Internationale GRECE, Vol1, N°1 
ISSN 3079-4463, e ISSN 3079-4471    https://grece-tchad.com 

 

IBOURAHIMA BORO A. R. and CHABI BIYAOU A. R.            124 

During her honeymoon, she does not know how to escape to Michael's 

attempts; she has no choice except accepting this first sexual Intercourse:  

He climbed into bed, kissed her on the 
cheek, rolled on top of her, pulled up 
her flannelette nightdress and tugged at 
the pyjama cord he’d only just tied. 
Sex-hyphen, she suddenly 
remembered. The lubricating jelly had 
given her a surrogate wetness, which 
seemed to flatter him. After some 
hunting around, he pushed into her 
with less difficulty than either of them 
had imagined. Even so, it hurt. (Barnes 
59) 

In the olden days, sex is considered as a taboo subject and people could not talk 

of it publicly. Nowadays, the question of sex is tackled in most of contemporary 

British works. However, putting Jean in the position of a character that has been 

trained before her honeymoon is a way to emphasise the importance of 

sexology. It shows indirectly that maiden need to be trained before marriage 

because it is one of the main causes of divorce in many couples. As palpable 

example, Jean does not consider sex as interesting as Dr. Headley described it. It 

is not Jean's fault, but certainly Michael. Michael does learn how to reach Jean's 

orgasm.  

3.4. Technological Advance 

In this novel, Barnes discloses the role of technological advance that contributes 

to globalisation. Through the character of Gregory, the narrator has not only 

revealed the origin of General Purpose Computer but he has also shown the 

importance of technological advance in the world. For a good understanding of 

technological progress, Barnes prefers to go back its origin, revealing that 

different schemes of research that have been sponsored in 18th century before 

the birth of General Purpose Computer (GPC) in 1998. (Barnes 130) 

The question of technological advance does not start in this century. Many 

scholars have thought about how to create a great platform where historical, 

cultural, social, and political knowledge should be stocked. This intends to help 

people from any region of the world to have free access to information. 

Thereby, many researchers have tried their best but their findings do not reach 

people's expectation till 1990s. This decade represents a decade of technological 

advance with the birth of General Purpose Computer. Unlikely to the previous 
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versions especially The Funlearn Project of 1991 to 1992, the GPC seems to 

reach people's expectation, offering the facility to seek information.  

 The Funlearn Project of 1991-92 has failed because it does not cover any field 

of research. It is rather oriented toward education; the narrator has even 

qualified it of “book-oriented” and “scholars-based” (Barnes 130). Then, political 

leaders require for another project: 

Objections were raised, however, that these 
schemes were all too scholar-biased: those 
accustomed to use books would now be 
able to use them more efficiently, whereas 
those who were not would be further 
disadvantaged. Three government reports 
in the mid-1990s all suggested that a more 
democratic user-base was required before 
one of these pilot schemes could qualify for 
full state backing (Barnes 130-131) 

That is how the GPC has been constructed. According to the narrator, the 

General Purpose Computer finally opens in 2003 (Barnes 131). But, with the 

arrival of this General Purpose Computer, people have the opportunity to 

conduct their research in several fields. Even if nobody likes this technological 

advance, the fictional character commonly called Gregory in the novel under 

study if fond of it. His attachment to this research tool is inexplicable. The 

narrator underlines that Gregory has no friend apart from his mother and his 

computer: Gregory had inherited this solitariness, which had increased with age; apart from 

his mother, the only friend he seemed to have was that computer (Barnes 163). 

Indeed, Gregory spends most of his time on his computer, trying to understand 

life. Through a close analysis of what Gregory seeks, one could understand that 

technology is crucially important. First and foremost, technological advance 

allow people to know what had happened, what is happening in the world now 

and what may happen later. Secondly, it helps to ask question about religion and 

life in general. The General Purpose Computer is according to Gregory an 

excellent mean of seeking information about football scores and also betting. As 

far as religion is concerned, Gregory wants to know if God truly exists. Out of 

that, Gregory also want to know what life looks like and further his knowledge 

on death, fear and more. His computer becomes his best friends, and spends 

most of his time asking possible questions. Finally, it is worth mentioning that 

out books, GPC contains a lot of things:  
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GPC, finally opened in 2003, stored everything 
hitherto contained in all books published in all 
languages; researchers had emptied radio and 
TV archives, book, record and tape libraries, 
newspapers, magazines, folk memory. ALL 
THINGS KNOWN TO PEOPLE ran the 
slogan carved on a stone video screen above 
the entrances to municipal GPCHQ (Barnes 
131). 

3.5 Lesbianism 
The spread of lesbianism in the UK inspires many British writers who could not 

hide their opinions. Among the wide range of British authors who have tackled 

this issue, one can point out the contemporary British novelist, Julian Barnes. 

He finds important to reveal this social problem in this fictional work.  Looking 

at Jean's reaction when Rachel asks her out, anyone could notice that this 

phenomenon seems strange to Jean. In other words, Jean has never heard about 

lesbianism since her birth though this practice has already started more than 

three centuries ago. This shows indirectly that lesbianism’s spread has been 
much more remarkable during this twenty first century. Jean imagines how to be 

in love with her son's mate. Even if Rachel’s age does not matter, she wonders 
of how having sexual intercourse with a woman like her: “Do you mind if I ask you 

about sex? I mean …” For once, Rachel hesitated.“ No, of course not, dear. It did go on all 
those years ago, surprising as it might seem.”(Barnes 109)  
As mentioned above, having sexual with another woman seems a little bit 

bizarre to Jean. That is why she replies, revealing that things did not go that way 

before. This is not the only time that Rachel asks for sex. Another passage that 

shows Rachel's will of fucking Jean is : Will you go to bed with me?” Rachel asked it 
quickly, head down, her curly hair pointed at Jean (Barnes 110). Despite Rachel's 

insistence, Jean finds another way to avoid her demand:  “Well, dear, it’s very sweet 
of you, but I’m an old lady …” (Barnes 110) 

Nowadays, majority of lesbians are not afraid or ashamed of confirming their 

identity of lesbians. The palpable example of lesbian who does not care is 

Rachel. Contrary to some of them who used to hide their identity and often 

invite each other secretly not to let people know, Rachel has been straight. 

Perhaps those who hide themselves are novices. Anyways, Rachel is a true 

lesbian whose dream is to fuck Jean. One could notice easily notice that through 

her way of talking: “I fuck women,” she said, in a slow, determined voice. “Is that lesbian 
enough for you?”(Barnes 115)  
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Anyway, Jean does not think that lesbianism is a good practice. Despite the pile 

of arguments given by Rachel, Jean is not convinced. According to Jean, 

accepting to have sexual intercourses with woman of the same age as her son 

seems abnormal and somehow embarrassing. 

 

Conclusion 

The current research work is about critical analysis of contemporary British 

literature through Julian Barnes's Staring at the Sun. In this research work, 

contemporary British literature has been defined as a set of fictional works 

written by British authors after the Second World War or in post-war period. 

That is why; it would be difficult to talk about contemporary British works 

without a specific glance at postmodernism that deals with contemporary 

authors' writing style. Characterised by the perpetual use of ironic, and 

humorous language, parodies, pastiches, fragmentation, maximalism, 

minimalism, fabulation, and more, postmodernism is in the thick of 

contemporary British literature.  

Among the wide range of contemporary British fictional works, Julian Barnes's 

Staring at the Sun has been selected for a deep analysis of this research work. 

Throughout this research, one could notice that contemporary British fiction 

tackles different British realities. Most of those writers including Barnes talk of 

the Second World War. They depict in their own words what has happened 

during this period of violence. The current research work has also emphasised 

how the narrator describes lesbians and feminist. The relationship between 

Rachel and Jean has been used as evidence to depict the issue of lesbianism in 

the present work. Though Rachel is lesbian, she is also one of the brave and 

courageous women who share feminist ideology. Several extracts from the novel 

under study have been used to prove her engagement as feminist.  

Moreover, the question of technological is not puts aside. In this research the 

importance of General Purpose Computer (GPC) has been revealed through the 

character of Gregory who spends most of his time on his computer, seeking the 

meaning of life, fear, and death. To show that the GPC is truly “all knowledge” 

scheme, Gregory seeks several things on his computer. Regarding the issue of 

suicide, Gregory seeks the origin of some mathematicians’ death. Out of 
technological advance, Barnes sheds light on the growing process of Jean and 

Gregory from childhood to adulthood. 

In the frame of this research work, qualitative method has applied with Julian 

Barnes's Staring at the Sun as primary source. Meanwhile, it is worth underlining 
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that out this novel, data from existing literature such as books, articles, blog 

pages and previous dissertations have been collected and processed. New 

historicism and feminist theory are the adequate theories that help to better 

understand this novel. Thanks to new historicism, this novel has been studied 

regarding its social, cultural and historical context. 
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