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Abstract. This thesis discusses the emergence and evolution of the flash fiction genre, 

tracing its historical roots, key developmental stages, and its growing importance in 

contemporary literature. The study investigates how socio-cultural, technological, and 

literary movements from the early 20th century to the digital age have contributed to the 

development of flash fiction as a distinct literary form. Through a review of significant 

authors, critical theory, and genre studies, this research highlights how flash fiction 

challenges traditional narrative conventions while offering innovative modes of 

expression. The paper also explores the role of online platforms and literary magazines in 

shaping the genre’s modern identity. By examining both historical milestones and 

theoretical frameworks, the thesis provides a comprehensive understanding of flash 

fiction’s place within the wider literary landscape. 
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In recent decades, flash fiction has emerged as a compelling literary form that 

challenges traditional narrative structures through its extreme brevity and stylistic 

intensity. It is defined as a narrative work of less than 1000 words, thus summing up 

storytelling and providing value in an incredibly condensed form [1]. This type of 

literature offers readers with emotional and intellectual immersion. Many of us consider it 

a recent invention; however, flash fiction has always been a part of our history. Its roots 

are deeply entwined with cultural, literary and technological changes over the years. This 

thesis focuses on the creation and development of the genre alongside its theoretical 

structure, looking at how it progressed from literary minimalism to its current position in 

the digital world of literature. 

Historical Roots of Flash Fiction. The essence of flash fiction—brief yet complete 

storytelling—can be traced to ancient literary traditions. Fables, parables, and aphoristic 

narratives found in classical literature, such as Aesop’s Fables and Zen Koans, embody 
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many features of modern flash fiction: brevity, moral or philosophical insight, and 

suggestive storytelling. In Western literature, writers of the 19th century began 

experimenting with concise storytelling. Edgar Allan Poe emphasized the importance of 

unity of effect in short stories [2], a concept that laid the groundwork for narrative 

compression. Anton Chekhov’s vignettes and Kate Chopin’s sketches also contributed to 

the shaping of modern short forms. However, it was not until the 20th century that a 

distinct form resembling contemporary flash fiction began to emerge.  The 20th century 

witnessed a significant transformation in narrative practices due to literary modernism. 

Writers like Ernest Hemingway, Franz Kafka, and Lydia Davis began crafting shorter 

stories that were dense in meaning, often relying on implication, subtext, and minimal 

exposition. Hemingway’s “iceberg theory”—the idea that only a small part of the story is 

visible while the rest remains beneath the surface [3]—influenced generations of 

minimalist writers and became a foundational technique in flash fiction. 

Modernist movements emphasized fragmentation, subjectivity, and experimentation 

with form, which opened the door for new approaches to short fiction. In the mid-to-late 

20th century, with the rise of literary magazines and alternative publishing, very short 

stories gained traction as a legitimate form. The works of Donald Barthelme and Raymond 

Carver [4], for instance, blurred the boundaries between prose poetry, short fiction, and 

experimental narrative. The digital age has played a pivotal role in popularizing flash 

fiction. With the advent of online literary journals, social media, and mobile reading 

platforms, short-form writing has found a natural home in digital spaces. Platforms like 

Smokelong Quarterly, Flash Fiction Online, and Narrative Magazine [5] have provided 

dedicated spaces for writers of flash fiction to publish and experiment. The brevity of flash 

fiction aligns with the fast-paced, screen-based consumption habits of modern readers, 

making it an ideal form for digital literature. 

Moreover, the genre has gained scholarly recognition, with increasing critical 

discourse, anthologies, and university courses devoted to studying its features and impact. 

Definitions of flash fiction now range from microfiction (under 300 words) to sudden 

fiction (750–1,000 words), but all emphasize density, precision, and resonance. Flash 

fiction has evolved from being a literary experiment to an established genre with its own 

aesthetic values and theoretical debates. 

Flash fiction is characterized by several distinct features: 

- Brevity: The most defining characteristic is its length, often under 1,000 

words, though some examples can be even shorter. 

- Narrative economy: Every word must serve a purpose. There is no space for 

elaborate exposition or background information. 

- Immediacy: Stories often begin in medias res (in the middle of action) and 

focus on a single moment, emotion, or turning point. 

- Suggestiveness: The story may end ambiguously or suggest a broader 

narrative world beyond the text. 
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- Compressed structure: Flash fiction often follows a tight narrative arc with a 

beginning, climax, and resolution within a minimal space. 

These features require not only precision from the writer but also active 

interpretation from the reader. The interplay between what is told and what is left unsaid 

gives flash fiction its unique literary impact. 

Several literary theories help to frame the study of flash fiction. Narratology 

provides tools for analyzing how compressed stories manage plot, character, and 

temporality. Formalism and structuralism shed light on the internal mechanics of brevity 

and how flash fiction creates meaning through structure rather than volume. Postmodern 

theory is also relevant, as flash fiction often embraces fragmentation, ambiguity, and 

intertextuality. 

Reader-response theory is particularly significant in flash fiction studies, as the 

genre relies heavily on the reader’s imagination and interpretation to fill narrative gaps [6]. 

This participatory model of reading places greater emphasis on subjective meaning-

making, aligning flash fiction with contemporary trends in interactive and digital 

storytelling. 
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