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Postmodernism in English Literature

If Modernism as a movement is considered as the labour for a new era in English literature,
postmodernism is the child that was born out of the ideals of modernism and grew into a super
power that has been in dominance for decades. The expansive nature of postmodernism is such that
historians, critics and language researchers have found it very hard to determine a date or year as to
when postmodernism in English Literature started. As estimation, the movement started after the
Second World War in the later part of the 20th century.
Characteristics of Postmodernism in English Literature
Modernism and Postmodernism are almost inseparable as both the movements consisted of similar
interests with authors focusing on different/unique styles in contrast to the preceding literary
movements. However, one can observe the uniqueness of postmodernism by the use of these styles
with a lot of variation and distinctive employing in comparison to modernism.
Flexible Fragmentation
During the modernist era, fragmentation is embraced to unveil the tragic conditions of the World
War. There was no sense of happiness and all there was, was morbid truth. In the postmodern era
fragmentation as a literary tool got new meaning. It got more flexible stories, more humour and
more ways to present the information without being tragic.
Irony
The playfulness that existed with experimentation influenced the literature of the period.
Postmodernism in English literature consists of irony, parody, pastiche and satirical elements and
authors seem to rely heavily on these elements to make their topic interesting. This led to shift of
focus from the writer to the reader. Most authors, even now, think of the reader before writing
rather than write what they love in the manner they love.
Ignoring the boundaries of art
As in modernist era, the postmodernists reject the concept of “high culture” and “low culture” in art.
Art is art no matter the end result; hence, the selection of subjects increased heavily and literary
forms of various nature emerged. The result is the use of different genres of literature in a single
piece of work. For example, use of poetry in novels.
Simple Language & complex structure
It is difficult to understand the author’s intentions in postmodern era as the literary devices
employed in a work make it quite complex. The reader has to focus hard to understand where the
fragments are leading and where they are joining together to reveal the plot. It sounds difficult, but
the use of simple language by postmodern writers helps a lot in understanding the complex
structure. The language of postmodern period is so simple when compared to Elizabethan age or
Puritan age that people who moderately understand English can read through a book with no or
slight difficulty.
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Important contributions of the period

S. No

Name

Important Works

Notable Aspects

1

Doris Lessing

The Grass is Singing

She received Nobel Prize in
2007.

The Golden Notebook
The Good Terrorist
2

Margaret Atwood

Double Persephone
The Handmaid’s Tale

3

Anthony Burgess

A Clockwork Orange

4

Margaret Drabble

The Millstone
Jerusalem the Golden

5

Thomas Pynchon

V
The Crying of Lot
Gravity’s Rainbow

6

Toni Morrison

The Bluest Eye

She received Nobel Prize in
1993.

Sula
Song of Solomon
7

Vladimir Nabokov

Lolita
Pale Fire

8

Salman Rushdie

Midnight’s Children
The Satanic Verses

9

J D Salinger

The Catcher in the Rye

10

William S. Burroughs

Naked Lunch
Junkie
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