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CHARACTERISTICS OF MODERNISM 

An emphasis on impressionism and subjectivity 

in writing (and in visual arts as well); 

• An emphasis on HOW seeing (or reading or 

perception itself) takes place, rather than on 

WHAT is perceived. An example of this would 

be stream-of-consciousness writing.

• a movement away from the apparent 

objectivity provided by omniscient third-person 

narrators, fixed narrative points of view, and 

clear-cut moral positions. 

• Faulkner's multiple narrated stories are an 

example of this aspect of modernism.

• A blurring of distinctions between genres, so 

that poetry seems more documentary (as in T.S. 

Eliot or E.E Cummings) and prose seems more 

poetic (as in Woolf or Joyce).

• An emphasis on fragmented forms, 

discontinuous narratives, and random-seeming 

collages of different materials.

• A tendency toward reflexivity, or self-

consciousness, about the production of the 

work of art, so that each piece calls attention to 

its own status as a production, as something 

constructed and consumed in particular ways.

• A rejection of elaborate formal aesthetics in 

favor of minimalist designs (as in the poetry of  

William Carlos Williams) and a rejection, in 

large part, of formal aesthetic theories, in favor 

of spontaneity and discovery in creation.

• A rejection of the distinction between "high" 

and "low" or popular culture, both in choice of 

materials used to produce art and in methods 

of displaying, distributing, and consuming art.
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POST MODERNISM vs MODERNISM

• Postmodernism, like modernism, follows most 

of these same ideas, rejecting boundaries 

between high and low forms of art, rejecting 

rigid genre distinctions, emphasizing pastiche, 

parody, bricolage, irony, and playfulness. 

• Postmodern art (and thought) favors reflexivity 

and self-consciousness, fragmentation and 

discontinuity (especially in narrative 

structures), ambiguity, simultaneity, and an 

emphasis on the de-structured, decentered, 

dehumanized subject.

• While postmodernism seems very much like 

modernism in these ways, it differs from 

modernism in its attitude toward a lot of these 

trends. 

• Modernism, for example, tends to present a 

fragmented view of human subjectivity 

and history (The Wasteland, for instance, 

or Woolf's To the Lighthouse), but presents 

that fragmentation as something tragic, 

something to be lamented and mourned as 

a loss. 

• Many modernist works try to uphold the 

idea that works of art can provide the 

unity, coherence, and meaning which has 

been lost in most of modern life; art will do 

what other human institutions fail to do. 

• Postmodernism, in contrast, doesn't lament 

the idea of fragmentation, provisionality, or 

incoherence, but rather celebrates that. The 

world is meaningless?
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WHAT IS POST MODERNISM?

•  Postmodernism is a broad range of:

• a. Responses to modernism, refusals of 
some of its totalizing premises and 
effects, and of its implicit of explicit 
distinction between “high” culture and 
commonly lived life

• b. Responses to such things as a world 
lived under nuclear threat and threat to 
the geosphere, to a world of faster 
communication, mass mediated reality, 
greater diversity of cultures and mores 
and a consequent pluralism

• Re-conceptualizations of society, 

history and the self as cultural 

constructs, hence as rhetorical 

constructs Postmodern literature
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POST-MODERN THEORY AND THEORISTS
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POST-MODERN THEORY AND THEORISTS
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Common Themes and Techniques used in 

Postmodernism

• Irony, playfulness, black humour - although the idea 

of employing these in literature didn’t start with the 

postmodernists ( the modernists were often playful 

and ironic), they became central features in many 

postmodern works. Postmodern novelists labeled as 

black humorists were John Barth, Joseph Heller, Bruce 

Jay Friedman.

• Pastiche - pastiche means ‘to combine’ or ‘to paste’ 

together multiple elements. In postmodernist literature 

this can be an homage to or a parody of past styles. It 

can be a combination of multiple genres to create a 

unique narrative or to comment on situations in 

postmodernity.

• Metafiction - is writing about ‘writing’ or 

‘foregrounding the apparatus’. Metafiction is often 

employed to undermine the authority of the author, to 

advance the story in a unique way or to comment of 

the act of the storytelling.

• Intertextuality - is actually the relationship 

between one text (a novel) and another or one 

text within the interwoven fabric of literary 

history. Intertextuality in postmodern literature 

can be a reference or parallel to another literary 

work, an extended discussion of a work or the 

adoption of a style. 

• In postmodern literature this manifests as 

references to fairy tales. example of 

intertextuality which influenced later 

postmodernists is “Pierre Menard Author of the 

Quixote” by Jorge Louis Borges, a story with 

significant references to Don Quixote which is 

also a good example of intertextuality with its 

references to Medieval romances. 

• Another examples of intertextuality in 

postmodernism are The Sot - Weed Factor by 

John Barth, The Name of the Rose by Umberto 

Eco.
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Common Themes and Techniques used in 

Postmodernism

• Fabulation - is a term sometimes used interchangeably 

with metafiction and relates to pastiche and Magic Realism. 

It is rejection of realism which embraces the notion that 

literature is a created work and not bound by notions of 

mimesis and verisimilitude. Fabulation challenges some 

traditional notions of literature—the traditional structure of 

a novel or role of the narrator, for example—and integrates 

other traditional notions of storytelling, including 

fantastical elements, such as magic and myth, or elements 

from popular genres such as science fiction. The term was 

coined by Robert Scholes in his book The Fabulators.

• Paranoia - The sense of paranoia or the belief that 

there is an ordering system behind the chaos of the 

world is another recurring postmodern theme. For 

the postmodernists, no ordering is extremely 

dependent upon the subject so paranoia often 

straddles the line between delusion and brilliant 

insight.

• Poioumena - Poiuomenon (plural: 

poioumena from Ancient Greek meaning 

product, a term coined by Alastair Fowler to 

ever to a specific type of metafiction in 

which the story is about the process of 

creation. It offers opportunities to explore 

the boundaries of fiction and reality - the 

limits of narrative truth.

• Temporal Distortion - a common technique 

in modernist fiction: fragmentation and 

non-linear narratives are central features in 

both modern and postmodern literature.In 

postmodern fiction was used in a variety of 

ways often for the sake of irony.
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Common Themes and Techniques used in 

Postmodernism

• Magic Realism - may be literary work marked by 
the use of still, sharply defined, smoothly painted 
images of figures and objects depicted in a 
surrealistic manner. The themes and subjects are 
often imaginary, somewhat outlandish and fantastic 
and with a certain dream-like quality. Some of the 
characteristic features of this kind of fiction are the 
mingling and juxtaposition of the realistic and the 
fantastic or bizarre, skillful time shifts, convoluted 
and even labyrinthine narratives and plots, 
miscellaneous use of dreams, myths and fairy 
stories, expressionistic and even surrealistic 
description, arcane erudition, the element of surprise 
or abrupt shock, the horrific and the inexplicable. 

• Colombian novelist Gabriel Garcia Marquez is also 
regarded as a notable exponent of this kind of 
fiction—especially his novel One Hundred Years of 
Sollitude.

• Fragmentation - another important aspect 
of postmodern literature. Various 
elements, concerning plot, characters, 
themes, imagery and factual references are 
fragmented and dispersed throughout the 
entire work. 

• In general, there is an interrupted 
sequence of events, character development 
and action which can at first glance look 
modern, it purports, however, to depict a 
metaphysically unfounded, chaotic 
universe.

• Fragmentation can occur in language, 
sentence structure or grammar.
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• John Barth , wrote an influential essay in 1967 ”The Literature of Exhaustion” where he stated 

about the need for the new era in literature after modernism had exhausted itself. 

• Many of the well - known postmodern novels deal with WWII, one of the most famous was Joseph 

Heller’s “Catch 22”. The antiwar and anti government feelings in the book belong to the period 

following the WWII. 

• The general disintegration of belief took place then and it affected Catch 22 in that the form of the 

novel almost disintegrated. 

• The novelist Umberto Eco explains his idea of postmodernism as a kind of double coding and as a 

transhistorical phenomenon in his book “The Name of the Rose”. Barbara Cartland thinks that 

postmodernism is not a trend to be chronologically defined but as a ideal category or a way of 

operating. 

• Postmodernism can be used at least in two ways – firstly, to give a label to the period after 1968, 

and secondly to describe the highly experimental literature produced by writers beginning with 

Lawrence Durrell and John Fowles in the 1960.

• Examples of postmodern literature:

• Don Quixote by Miguel de Cervantes

Different perspectives
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