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What do we mean by “postmodern literature”? 

“Postmodern” means different things in different fields (architecture, visual arts, philosophy, 
history), but it always indicates a time, art, or way of thinking that is AFTER the Modern 
(however we understand that term).  
In practical terms, “postmodern literature” usually means the cutting-edge literature of our 
contemporary world–that is, the experimental writers who come after the Modernist novelists 
and poets of the early twentieth century. Modernist writers (such as James Joyce, T. S. Eliot, and 
Virginia Woolf) focused their literary attention not on external reality but on our subjective, 
fragmented consciousness. Postmodern writers both critique and build on that huge shift in 
literature: for example, they insist that consciousness is always embodied, both physically and 
historically. 

In terms of style, postmodern novelists declare themselves free to break the boundaries and 
expectations of realistic fiction. Alongside ordinary events and characters, they may include 
improbable or impossible events (including magic), photographs and other images, elaborate 
play with words and symbols, narrators who may not tell the truth, and sudden shifts in the order 
of events. Some postmodern writers use these devices just to play and experiment—or even to 
confuse us deliberately—and their works can be irritating. But great postmodern writers use the 
same techniques to move us, make us laugh, help us see beauty in unexpected places, and make 
us think about (or rethink) our world.   

Some famous, popular postmodern books (other than those we’re reading) 

• Joseph Heller, Catch-22 (1961) 
• Philip K. Dick, The Man in the High Castle (1962) 
• Gabriel Garcia Marquez, One Hundred Years of Solitude (1967) 
• Kurt Vonnegut, Slaughterhouse Five (1969) 
• Maxine Hong Kingston, The Woman Warrior (1976) – memoir  
• John Irving, The World According to Garp (1978) 
• Salmon Rushdie, Midnight’s Children (1981) 
• Margaret Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale (1985) 
• Tony Morrison, Beloved (1987) 
• Dave Eggers, A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius (2000) – memoir  
• Michael Chabon, The Yiddish Policeman’s Union (2007) 

 


