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9 intro Edmund Smyth

‘It has become fashionable to apply the word ‘postmodernism’ indiscriminately to a variety of cultural, intellectual, and social practices. Several critics in various fields have of course attempted to provide definitions, yet no single definition has gained widespread currency or acceptance. It is evident that no consensus exists regarding either the parameters of postmodernism or the precise meaning of the term.’

9 ‘However, it is possible to identify broadly two distinct ways in which ‘postmodernism’ has come to be used: first, to designate either negatively or positively the contemporary cultural condition as a whole in all its complexity; or, second, to describe a specific set of textual characteristics which can be gleaned from an analysis of selected literary, dramatic, or cinemographic works. . . in short, in any creative endeavour which exhibits some element of self-consciousness and reflexivity.’

9 ‘In literary terms, the majority of accounts of the ‘development’ of postmodernism is couched in historical language: postmodernism is seen both as a continuation of modernism and even, by some, as a rejection of modernism.’

10 characteristics:

‘Several of postmodernism’s literary historians have asserted that postmodernism differs from modernist aesthetics principally in its abandonment of subjectivity: the representation of consciousness is alleged to have been forsaken with the emphasis on the fragmentation of the subject. That the self can no longer be considered a unified and stable entity has become axiomatic in the light of poststructuralism.’

‘Also, in distinction from the allegedly ‘elitist’ dimension of the so-called ‘high’ modernism of the first half of the twentieth century, it has been frequently stated that such works have absorbed popular cultural forms to a greater extent. Parody, pastiche, quotation and self-quotation have been considered as characteristic features of postmodern textual practice.’

‘Postmodernism is considered to be ontological in the sense that it has abandoned the modernist assumption of the possibility of contact with a reality of some kind.’

11 ‘Don Quixote, Tristram Shandy, Gargantua et al can all be demonstrated to contain postmodern features if one decides to apply a grid of interpretation which privileges well-defined postmodern criteria. A concern with fictionality and self-consciousness has of course been a feature of the novel since its very inception.’

11 ‘Postmodernism is a construction of reading rather than a self-contained literary period: it is what the literary institution has chosen to call Postmodernism.’

13 ‘The question of referentiality is central to any discussion of postmodern aesthetics: the nouveau roman has been particularly alert to this theoretical difficulty. We find both the abandonment of the authorial mode and a reinsertion of the author constructed as a discursive entity. . . Postmodernism can include self-reflexive, metafictional novels or more disparate literary forms like the non-fiction novel, essay, autobiography and combinations of realism and fantasy.’

13 ‘Several postmodern novels manipulate the discourses and registers belonging to previous literary periods.’

14 ‘Intertextuality is another feature of postmodern aesthetics which seems to illustrate the erosion of ‘originality’ as a literary value.’

14 ‘Perhaps the greatest ‘liberating’ feature of postmodern writing, however, has been the mixing of writings and intertextual referencing, the multivocal, heterogeneous and heteroglossic nature of postmodern writing has broadened the scope of contemporary fiction.’

‘Postmodernism and Contemporary Fiction in Britain’: Randall Stevenson

19 ‘For the purposes of tracing their later consequences, these initiatives can be usefully separated into three areas. Fist, modernist fiction’s most obvious and celebrated innovation lies in its focalization of the novel in the minds or private narratives of its characters. Stream of consciousness and a variety of other devices are used to transcribe an inner mental world at the expense of the external social experience most often favoured in the conventional, realistic forms of earlier fiction. Virginia Woolf’s demand, in her essay ‘Modern Fiction,’ that the novel should ‘look within’ and examine the mind thus becomes one of the summary slogans of modernism. . . 

a second distinctive feature of modernist fiction is its abandonment of serial, chronological conventions of arrangement. . . Time itself becomes inconceivable in terms of clocks and calendars. . . 

a third distinguishing characteristic of modernism is an interest in the nature and form of art which occasionally extends, self-reflexively, towards the novel’s scrutiny of its own strategies. . .

This third aspect of modernist innovation is the one whose ‘logical and historical’ consequences are clearest and easiest to trace in later writing.’

Re ‘Finnegans Wake

21 ‘Many have followed Jolas in seeing Joyce’s ‘autonomy of language’ and ‘new art of the world’ as marking a decisive break with earlier epochs of fiction, initiating a postmodernist writing which extends, but into markedly new areas, the initiatives of its predecessor.’

22 At Swim-Two-Birds thus becomes a story about a man telling a story about storytelling. . . a prophecy of the self-reflexive foregrounding of language and fiction-making which has become a central distinguishing characteristic of postmodernism.’

23 Robbe-Grillet quoted: ‘After Joyce. . . it seems that we are more and more moving towards an age of fiction in which. . . invention and imagination may finally become the subject of the book.’

‘Postmodern Culture(s)” Hans Bertens

126 ‘The new postmodern novel would draw upon the Western, upon science fiction, upon pornography and would close the gap between elite and mass culture.. . This new pop postmodernism would be ‘anti-artistic’ and ‘anti-serious’. 

Movement away from epistemology (How we know world) to ontology (what the world is)

‘Narratives of Postmodernism’ John Mepham

138 ‘There are four kinds of answer to the question, What is postmodern about postmodernist fiction? The first is historical and takes the form of a narrative. It defines the postmodern in terms of its movement away from, or rejection of, some aspects of modernism. The second is philosophical and sees postmodernist fiction as arising on a site cleared by philosophy (or ‘poststructuralism’). All sorts of conceptual slums have been demolished, it is said, by the realization that ‘meaning is undecidable’ and that ‘reality is constructed in and through language’. What is postmodern about postmodernist fiction is its allegiance to these philosophical positions. The third can be called ideological (or pedagogic). It defines postmodernist fiction in terms of its intended effects, which are that it should ‘problematise reality’, ‘unsettle the reader’s sense of ‘reality’’ or unmask or lay bare ‘the process of world construction’ (McHale 1987:101). What is postmodern about postmodernist fiction is its aim to teach us a lesson in how worlds are made. The fourth definition is in terms of the textual strategies which it employs. These strategies are designed to foreground the textuality of the fiction (‘metafictional’ strategies), to force constant reinterpretation by ‘reframing’, or to generate multiple ontologies, a plurality of worlds. Such strategies and their variants have a long history in both literary and philosophical fictions, and it is difficult to sustain the idea that they are characteristically ‘postmodern.’’

152 ‘Brian McHale’s criterion for the demarcation is that postmodernist fictions involve ‘many worlds’, whereas modernist fiction involves only one world but many interpretations of it.’

153 eco: ‘Postmodernism, Irony and Enjoyment’ (1985)

‘I think of the postmodern attitude as that of a man who loves a very cultivated woman and knows he cannot say to her, ‘I love you madly’, because he knows that she knows (and that she knows that he knows) that these words have already been written by Barbara Cartland. Still, there is a solution. He can say, ‘As Barbara Cartland would put it, I love you madly’. At this point, having avoided false innocence, having said clearly that it is no longer possible to speak innocently, he will nevertheless have said what he wanted to say to the woman: that he loves her, but he lovers in an age of lost innocence. If the woman goes along with this, she will have received a declaration of love all the same. Neither of the two speakers will feel innocent, both will have accepted the challenge of the past, of the already said, which cannot be eliminated, both will consciously and with pleasure play the game of irony. .  . But both will have succeeded, once again, in speaking of love.’

‘Postmodern Characterization: The Ethics of Alterity’ Thomas Docherty

169 ‘It is by now a commonplace that postmodern fiction calls into question most of the formal elements of narrative that an earlier mode took for granted. The notion of ‘character’ is no exception; like the political dissidents of some totalitarian regimes, ‘characters’ have begun to disappear.’

