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4 POSTMODERN LITERATURE OF THE USA 
 

After the World War II, USA has become an economic and political superpower of the 

world competing for the spheres of influence with the USSR which finally led to the so-called 

“Cold War” between the former so-called East Block represented East European contries 

influenced and controlled by the USSR and the so-called “West Block” led by the USA. 

While most of the European countries including the East Block suffered of the war 

destruction after the World War II and had to rebuild their industries, economies and 

infrastructure, the USA could easily convert its military large scale production into civic 

industrial production and develop its economy continuously. On the other hand, in the USSR 

and, under its control, also in East European countries a communist totalitarian regime led by 

the Stalinists was established in the 1950’s. This was in contrast with the US political regime 

which could easily develop its traditional principles of democracy and democratic 

government. The USA thus became a highly economically and technically advanced society 

and such items as a car, television, and a fridge became the symbols of the American comfort, 

high standard of living, consumerism and the so-called American Dream. The USA became 

a mass society described by Irving Howe above (Mass Society and Postmodern Fiction) in 

which advanced technology (cars, airplanes, information and communication technologies) 

and media (television, radio) have fostered a further development of democracy (control of 

the government by independent media, access to information) and has enabled a massive 

dissemination of  popular culture such as popular culture including popular music (blues, jazz, 

rock), literature (comic strips, comic books, pornography, the western, love stories), film, TV 

serials, soap operas, sitcoms, fashion and others. On the other hand, quite paradoxically, 

despite its economic progress and a political tradition of democracy, the American society of 

the 1950’s was politically also reactionary, especially during the senator Mc Carthy’s era 

during which the people suspicious of the any connection with communism or communist 

countries were politically persecuted and many of them even lost their jobs only because 

being suspicious or being reported as suspicious of supporting communist ideas, ideologies or 

countries. In the USSR and other former communist countries a suspicion of collaboration 

with the western countries led not only to the political persecution, imprisonment, and exile of 

the persecuted, but also to the show and political trials the result of which was not only 
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a long-term imprisonment, forced labor, but also capital punishment and death. The American 

society was politically highly conservative and even reactionary in this period. It has led to 

the intensification of racism and ethnic tension and to the US military intervention in Korea, 

Vietnam and partially to some other countries under the pretext of the help of the local 

government, or governmental opposition against communism and totalitarian practices. One 

of the results of this conservative and reactionary atmosphere was a political trial against 

Ethel and Julius Rosenberg, American nuclear scientists who were accused of alleged 

espionage for the USSR and, despite the world protests, finally electrocuted in Sing Sing 

Prison on June 15, 1953. Despite all these events, American society of the late 1940’s and 

early 1950’s was highly comformist  as many critics and political commentators suggest 

(enjoying the economic prosperity and high standard of living, most people were satisfied and 

mostly did not protest against the growing contradictions in the US. society. What is meant by 

conformism is also the agreement between the official state policy and the public opinion). In 

addition, until mid 1950s when the Supreme Court acknowledged that racial segregation at 

schools was unconstitutional (in 1954, in Conn 450), the USA still supported racial 

segregation at schools and in public life. The first traces of growing dissatisfaction with this 

situation, with racial, sexual and gender inequality in the USA could be observed even after 

the above Supreme Court decision in the 1950s. In 1955, Rosa Parks, a black woman refused 

to move to the place allotted to the black people in the bus in Montgomery, Alabama, in 1955, 

and the following conflict with the white authorities dominated mostly by the white people 

stimulated the Civil Rights movement in the 1950s and the 1960s which were further 

influenced by the European student protests in France and various parts of Europe against 

imperialism, conformism, colonialism and military intervention of the USSR and its allies in 

Czechoslovakia in 1968. The civil rights movement led to the formation of a Black-American 

protest groups as represented by such leaders as Martin Luther King who led the massive rally 

in Washington, D.C., in 1963, but who was later assassinated (1968) like the pro-democratic 

and less conservative President John Kennedy (1963) and his brother Robert Kennedy (1968), 

a senator. On the other hand, Civil Rights movements led to the formation of the nationalist 

and racist organizations such as African-American Black Panthers group.  Thus it can be said 

that the 1960s was not only a period of the civil rights movement, radical resistance, but also 

of contradictions and chaos. Such organizations as The National Committee for a Sane 

Nuclear Policy (SANE), (Conn 450), The Hippies, Flower Children, and through their art 

the Beats  were fighting against nuclear weapons and armaments, air and natural pollution, for 
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ecological awareness, social and personal freedom often manifesting itself in their rejection of 

the western values based on Judeo-Christian tradition and their alternative way of life 

(peaceful communities marked by sexual promiscuity, drug and alcohol taking as a form of 

resistance against traditional family understood as the expression of conservatism and western 

values) and appreciation of Oriental philosophies and religions such as Buddhism, Zen-

Buddhism’s or Pantheism (especially the Hippies and the Beatnik authors). It can be said the 

Civil Rights movements in the USA was successful which in practice meant that the racial, 

ethnic, gender and sexual inequality started to be considered by the official authorities and 

finally reduced. Minorities and different ethnic groups such as the African, Native, Asian and 

other Americans started to have more prerogatives, working and educational opportunities; 

women could get equal jobs as men and they started to be protected against sexual harassment 

by law; and lesbians and homosexuals could not be discriminated for their sexual orientation; 

there started a more intensive control and reduction of ecological pollution; and it stimulated a 

growing awareness of the nuclear, ecological disaster threat, political manipulation and the 

misuse of power and technology stimulated by the holocaust and massive killing of people in 

the congregation camps, but also by Americans’ dropping of bombs to Hiroshima and 

Nagasaki in Japan in 1945. As many historians, politicians, military and other experts argue, 

dropping the bomb on Japan at the end of the war (Japan was a Nazi ally, but, on the other 

hand, thousands of innocent people were killed and died long after the war as a consequence 

of this) was not necessary since even without this Japan would have been defeated. Dropping 

the bombs on Japan was also understood not only as manifestation of power, but also as test 

of new military technology influenced by military companies and lobbies. In addition, these 

groups, their literature and culture started to be studied within ethnic, gender, cultural, 

feminist and other studies at the universities and at various research institutions since the late 

1960’s. The 1970’s can be said to be a period of political and economic consolidation, 

economic stability which resulted in the comformist-again 1980’s marked by, on the one 

hand, strict conservative policy, Ronald Reagan’s space exploration and armaments program 

but also the final collapse of totalitarian regimes in East European countries in the late 1980’s 

to which the political negotiations between Ronald Reagan and the ex-USSR President 

Michael Gorbachev and his pro-democratic changes (the so-called “perestroika” program 

including economic and political co-operation between the West, releasing of the political 

prisoners, unpenalized criticism of official authorities, President and the government was 

allowed, and so on) have significantly contributed. This also meant that the former political 
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enemies started to develop intensive economic, political, social, educational and other co-

operation which would lead to mutual understanding of differences among cultures and the 

eradication of the prejudice and stereotypical images of the countries and their cultural 

identities. On of the most significant moments of the 1970’s which created a symbolic picture 

of the atmosphere of the period was the Watergate Scandal after which President Richard 

Nixon had to resign from the office. The presidential campaign of John Kennedy as early as 

in the 1960s showed the importance of new media such as television on the audience, and its 

manipulative power through which the masses of people could be influenced. As many 

political commentators, sociologists, media and cultural studies experts agree, Kennedy won 

the elections not only because of his political program, but also because of his 

convincingness, look, speech, rhetoric and arguments on TV with his counter candidate. The 

role of television and media in the USA in the 1970’s and the 1980’s, but also later could be 

understood in both positive and negative way. On the one hand, television and media has 

contributed to better communication and democracy by disseminating information to the 

audience and by the public control of the holders of power (especially politicians, public 

authorities and institutions, by their critique like the Watergate scandal, or American 

President Bill Clinton infamous sexual affair with Monica Lewinski in the 1990s), by 

providing broad masses of people to popular culture and entertainment. On the other hand, 

mass media were understood also as negative because of its manipulation with facts (TV news 

and interviews); because of the public control of private lives of innocent individuals 

(personal facts, details, surveillance cameras); because of the simplification of the complex 

reality through the TV news, but also popular shows, sitcoms, soap operas, popular films and 

serials (Newman-Postmodern Aura). This is especially apparent in highly technologically 

advanced countries such as the USA in which the broad masses of people can have an access 

to media and technologies such as radio, television, video, computers, DVDs, CD-ROMs, 

internet, cell phones and others. In theoretical studies, one of the first who glorified 

democratic character and the technological and cultural role of media, especially of television, 

was a Canadian theorist Marshall McLuhan in his famous Understanding Media (1964). On 

the other hand, a French philosopher Jean Baudrillard is probably the most significant critic of 

media and popular culture associated with them. In many of his works, Baudrillard speaks 

about a difference between representation and simulation as discussed in the introductory 

chapter of this book.  
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CONNECTIONS – FROM SOCIO-HISTORICAL TO CULTURAL, ARTISTIC AND 
THE LITERARY 

 

The above discussion on the socio-historical and cultural background of the USA 

implies not only a changing character of the post-World War II American society from 

industrial to post-industrial (Jameson), from traditional to the mass (Howe) but also cultural 

atmosphere and new sensibility (Susan Sontag) related to the formation of American 

postmodern literatur

1) 

e reflecting this sensibility and cultural condition through artistic forms. 

They were especially the following aspects of a a post World War II American society and 

socio-historical condition that has significantly contributed to the formation of American 

postmodern literature: 

the formation of the mass society that has created a suitable ground for  

uniformity and consumerism often related to popular culture (an individual becomes not 

only a consumer of everyday goods, but also of culture and artistic products through 

their availability in shops and on media

2) the growing impact of 

)  

new media, technology and popular culture stimulating 

different perception of reality

3) 

 at individuals (not only television, film, video, but especially 

DVD-s, CD-ROMs, personal computers, internet, electronic mail, and celular phones) 

eradication of a difference between the high and low culture

4) different understanding of 

 (the use of popular 

culture in literary and artistic works) 

identity and difference (general-individual not as a 

coherent, but rather as fragmented and irrational subject

5) 

 (ethnic, sexual, gender which is 

rather socially and ideologically constructed rather than natural) which started to be 

intensively discussed during the Civil Rights movement and after as can be seen above  

the emergence of formerly tabooed themes and subjects in literature such as 

drug-addiction and sexuality drawing on popular literary genres and conventions such as 

pornography (it was not only sexuality, homosexuality and lesbianism, but also various other 

deviant sexual practices such as sadomasochism, sodomy and others which were depicted, but 

also parodied in postmodern literary works) 
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  As can be seen from the above and as Irving Howe defined it as early as in the 

1950s, American society, culture and sensibility of the 1950’s was considerably different than 

this shortly after the World War II (Howe, 195..). Not too many American authors, however, 

were able to reflect this new condition, culture and reality through formal or them1tic means 

in their works. Many of them were still influenced by and wrote in a tradition of either 

Naturalist, Modernist or more experimental absurd and existentialist writing influenced by 

French authors Jean Paul Sartre and Albert Camus. They were especially Black American 

authors such as Richard Wright with his novel about racial injustice who was developing a 

Naturalist tradition in his Native Son (1940), Black Boy (1945), another Black-American 

Willard Motley with his Knock on Any Door (1947), but also such writers as Nelson Algren 

The Man With a Golden Arm, 1949) or Chandler Brossard (Who Walk in Darkness, 1952). 

Then they were especially the writers whose main theme was war and the experience of the 

Americans in Europe or in the Pacific. They were especially such writers as John Hersey and 

his novel A Bell for Adano (1944), Irwin Shaw’s The Young Lions (1948), Norman Mailer’s 

The Naked and the Dead (1948). Herman Wouk’s The Caine Mutiny (1951) or James Jones 

From Here to Eternity (1951) that used innovative dark naturalistic depiction of the war 

reality, military experience and the misuse of power. Although still quite traditional in their 

use of naturalist and modernist narrative techniques, especially the writers of the American 

South such as Carson McCullers (The Heart is a Lonely Hunter, 1940; The Member of the 

Wedding, 1946), Eudora Welty (Delta Wedding, 1946), Flannery O’ Connor (Wise Blood, 

1952) has contributed to the innovation of Naturalist and Modernist techniques by their use 

the Gothic and grotesque  as well as by the overlapping of the fantastic and realistic 

(McCullers’ The Heart is a Lonely Hunter) elements which were later often used by 

postmodern authors. Although they were still not postmodern literary works in contemporary 

understanding, some American literary works of the 1940’s and the 1950’s such as Jewish-

American author Saul Bellow’s Dangling Man (1944), Black-American Ralph Ellison’s 

Invisible Man (1952), and Jerome David Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye (1951) has 

contributed to the innovation of modernist narrative techniques and they were better able to 

depict a spirit of the period. Saul Bellow’s protagonist waiting for military induction is 

marked by the feelings of nihilism, skepticism and doubt and finds himself in existential crisis 

and uncertainty; Salinger modifies and transforms a tradition of picaresque fiction and his 

young high school hero, Holden Caufield, expresses a dissatisfaction and protest with the 

social and educational system and ends up in radical rebellion, escape from school, revealing 
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his sexuality, experience with alcohol and prostitutes but, despite this, cannot find a way out 

in a meaningful action;  and Ralph Ellison uses a metaphor of the invisibility to refer to his 

Black-American protagonist who cannot find a satisfaction neither in integration to the white 

society, nor in radical action of the black community and ends up overlooked, invisible, and 

misunderstood which stands for a metaphor of the condition of Black-American people in the 

post-war period and the confusion of the individual about the social and political structures 

and his position within them. A depiction of the chaotic urban setting, disintegration of moral 

values, absurdity, radical rebellion, nihilism, sexuality, alcoholism, vernacularism, slang and 

jargon expressing a rebellion against standard norms (Salinger) better than traditional 

Realistic, Naturalistic or more traditional Modernist novels depicted the spirit of the period, 

but these formal, thematic or aesthetic innovations still could not grasp a new upcoming 

postmodern atmosphere and condition of a newly formed society characterized above. 

Postmodern authors, especially of the 1960’s, developed the themes and some of the 

techniques and visions of the world as used by the above authors (absurdity, chaos, nihilism, 

thematization of alcoholism and drugs, grotesque), but these authors were rather 

experimenting within the modernist framework and its vision of the world despite the fact that 

Irving Howe referred to Saul Bellow’s novella discussed above as a postmodern (Howe, 

1959). Formally, Bellow’s novels as wholes could hardly be referred to as postmodern today. 

Modernist literature was still dominant in American fiction in the 1950’ despite the fact that 

such important American authors as Francis Scott Fitzgerald and Nathaniel West died in 

1940, Sherwood Anderson in 1941, and Gertrude Stein in 1946. Despite this, typical 

Modernist and iconic |American authors such as Ernest Hemingway, William Faulkner and 

rather Naturalist John Steinbeck became the Nobel Prize winners for literature in the late 

1950’s and early 1960’s, their work dealt with and reflected earlier situation in the American 

society which could not grasp the spirit of the transformed country. Thus it can be said that, 

with some exceptions, there is no direct connection between the changed nature and 

atmosphere of the society and its artistic, literary representation in the USA in the 1950’s. It 

seems that it is especially postmodern literature and authors, their formal and aesthetic 

innovations and the vision of the world could best reflect a new spirit of the period. These 

authors were inspired by some of the techniques discussed above, but a strong generation of 

American postmodern authors who used postmodern narrative techniques and style appeared 

and started to dominate American fiction as late as in the 1960’s. Some of the writers who 

some critics understood as postmodernist appeared earlier and their work both significantly 
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inspired their work and expressed a different vision of the world than the above Modernist 

authors. This vision was much closer to the contemporary atmosphere of the mass and 

postmodern society discussed above. They were especially 

  

1) Henry Miller, an American author exiled in France some of whose works were 

considered to be obscene and banned to be published (A Tropic of Cancer was published 

in Paris in 1934, but could not be published in the USA until 1961) but published 

belatedly in the USA. Henry Miller has inspired postmodern authors by his open 

depiction of sexuality, sexual promiscuity and perversity, the feelings of disgust and 

obscenity standing as metaphor for social condition, decadent life in the consumerist 

cities as well with his depiction of the overlapping of reality, fantasy and dreams 

expressing relativity and uncertainty. A theme of homosexuality and sexuality was later 

developed by the Beatnicks (Allen Ginsberg’s poetry, Jack Kerouac’s On the Road, etc.) 

and such authors as Hubert Selby, in his Last Exit to Brooklyn (1964), John Rechy’s City 

of Night (1963), Gore Vidal’s The Pillar and Black-American author James Baldwin’s 

Giovanni’s Room (1956) in which he depicted, as one of the first ethnic authors, a 

homosexual interracial homosexual relationship between the black and white characters. 

William Burroughs, another Beatnick author, added formal experimentation to sexual, 

alcoholic and drug fantasies of his protagonists depicted in his Naked Lunch (1959) in 

which reality overlaps with dreams, drug hallucinations, fantasies, and meditations in a 

fragmented paranoic narration. This novel can be also read as a postmodern parody of 

popular literary genres such as pornography, although the author does not closely imitate 

the genre of pornographic novels, but parodies some of its narrative conventions. 

 

2) Charles Olson, a rector of the Black Mountain College and a poet with his Projective 

Verse and poets of the so-called Black Mountain School in North Carolina (Robert 

Duncan, Robert Creeley, Denise Levertov, and Joel Oppenheimer) influenced by his 

formal experimentation with rhythm, free verse and the status of poetry. Olson’s 

experiment in poetry can be seen in his collection The Maximus Poems (complete edition 

published as late as 1983). Olson explained the principles of his innovative poetry and 

new principles of art in his essay Projective Verse (1950) He understood a new poetry as 
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a reaction to complicated, intellectualized academic modernist poetry supported by the 

school of New Criticism, a group of American formalist critics based in the south of the 

USA. In this essay, he called for the transfer of energy from a poet to a reader and 

formally, in his view, the measure of poetry should not be a line, or stanza, or traditional 

metrical patterns, but rather “breath” of the poet, i.e. a length of breath could form a 

metrical unit. This method of using breath as a formal unit was later used especially by 

Allen Ginsberg. Olson and Black Mountain poets found their inspiration in such 

American poets as Walt Whitman, Ezra Pound and William Carlos Williams rather than 

in sophisticated and complex poetry of Modernist Thomas Stearns Eliot. Olson and the 

Black Mountain College published their poems mostly in the Black Mountain Review 

published between 1954 and 1957. The Black Mountain College became also a site of the 

first “happening” organized by various artists such as Charles Olson, Mary Caroline 

Richards (poetry), John Cage (music), and Robert Rauschenberg (later a famous pop-art 

painter) in 1952. Especially the formal experimentation with breath understood as a 

metrical unit, understanding of poetry as closely connected to life, poetry and art as 

experience rather than an activity separated from the social life (reduction of academism, 

recitation of poetry on the open public, poetry as “happening”), and the use of materials, 

forms and techniques from other arts (painting and music) contributing to the generic 

and artistic hybridity

 

 were the most important aspects of the Black Mountain poetry 

that has influenced postmodern literature in the USA. 

3) The Beat authors such as Allen Ginsberg with his poem Howl (1955) and other poems 

(the poem was recited in a gallery in San Francisco, banned by trial for obscenity and 

later could be published after another trial verdict), William Burroughs with his depiction 

of homosexuality, drug addiction and chaos in his Junkie (1955), and Jack Kerouac with 

his poetry but especially his “spontaneous prose” as manifested in his novel On the Road 

(1957), oriental mysticism, mobility, jazz as a form of popular culture in The Dharma 

Bums (1958) and the Subterraneans (1958). 

 

4) such authors as John Hawkes with his The Cannibal (1949), William Gaddis’ The 

Recognitions (1955), Vladimir Nabokov’s Lolita (1955), John Barth’s The Floating 
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Opera (1956) and William Burrough’s Naked Lunch (1959) who used the black humor, 

radical irony, fragmentation, metafictional elements, parody, overlapping of fact, fiction, 

fantasy and dreams, formerly tabooed themes as a form of artistic, aesthetic and partly 

social protest (deviant sexuality, pedophilia, drug and alcohol addiction, mixing of 

genres, arts and media and other devices which could be understood as postmodern. It 

can be said that these authors and works inaugurated postmodern fiction in American 

literature which started to fully develop in the 1960’s.  

 

 It can be said that American postmodern fiction dominated American literature in the 

1960’s, but it has come through various modifications and transformations since that. It 

cannot be understood either as a coherent movement, or as a systematically developing 

tendency. Tibor Žilka, a Slovak literary expert distinguishes between existential and 

palimpsest postmodern prose in Slovak literature (Žilka 1998: 27), but it would be 

problematic to apply his understanding of different kinds of postmodern prose to American 

literature (poznámka). American postmodern fiction has come through several phases during 

which it has modified and enriched its formal, thematic, and aesthetic possibilities. Perhaps 

the following main tendencies in and the phases of the American postmodern fiction can be 

observed:  

 

1) American postmodern fiction of the 1960’s marked by the use of linguistic play, 

experiment with the language, with referential function of the language, radical 

irony, postmodern parody, fragmentation, and intertextuality, the overlapping of 

fact, fiction, and dreams, and by the use of techniques and conventions typical of 

different not only genres, but also kinds of arts and media (cinema, television). They 

were especially such writers as those mentioned above (point 4). These authors were 

often referred to as using “anything goes” type of narrative. The work of these authors 

was influenced especially by a playful magic realist narrative (Borghes, Marquez, 

Asturias) emphasizing storytelling and imagination as liberating force, and by linguistic 

and philosophical theories (post-structuralism, deconstruction) expressing a skeptical 

view on the possibility of language to express “the objective truth”, on understanding of 

a subject as a coherent, unified whole and emphasizing the active role of a reader in the 
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construction of meaning (Barthes’s idea of Death of the author, Michael Foucault’s idea 

of a death of the subject, etc.). At the same time, these authors have revealed both 

stimulating and manipulative power of media and popular culture influencing people’s 

vision of the world. Thus popular literary genres (the western, pornography, sci-fi, 

horror, love stories), media programs (TV shows, popular films and programs, sitcoms) 

were often not only used, but also parodied. They were especially such authors as 

William Gaddis, John Barth, Thomas Pynchon, Richard Brautigan, Donald Barthelme, 

Robert Coover, Kurt Vonnegut, later, especially since the 1970’s, also Ronald 

Sukenick, Walter Abish, Gilbert Sorrentino, Raymond Federman and others who seem 

to be the most important representatives of this tendency and phase. 

 

2) Postmodern authors, who, through the use of postmodern narrative techniques, were 

dealing with the problems of ethnic, sexual and gender identities and who tried to 

undermine traditional social, gender, ethnic, racial, and sexual relationships in their 

literary works. These authors understood these relationships as authoritarian and 

through a radical postmodern undermining of these relationships and their depiction in 

past literary works (male as a dominant member of a family oppressing woman, father 

as a patriarchal figure in the western history, white colonizer of the black and other 

races understood as privileged and superior to the other races and ethnic groups). 

Although this position is rather political and ideological, the literary works of these 

authors were not predominantly political, sociological or political in their form and 

poetics, perhaps only in their approach to these issues and relationships. The use of 

postmodern narrative conventions has significantly contributed to the aestheticization 

and playfulness of their works. In addition to the emphasis on the subject, these authors 

emphasized another significant aspect of postmodern literature and culture, that is 

marginality and “petit rather than grand narratives” in Lyotard’s understanding. In 

other words, these authors not only decentered and undermined traditional depiction of 

relationships that were understood as dominant and forming “grand narratives” of the 

dominance of white, male, and the heterosexual relationships, but playfully showed the 

alternative version of history and the groups which were formerly marginalized 

(women, colonized nations, lesbians, homosexuals and others). The work of these 

authors was often influenced by feminist (and later post-colonial theories) such as 
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Virginia Woolf’ s works, Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex, Betty Friednan’s 

Feminine Mystique, later by Helen Cixous, Judith Butler, Juliea Kristeva and others. 

The work of these postmodern authors appeared in the late 1960’s and became 

influential especially since the 1970’s.  Ethnic identity in the context of dominant White 

Anglo-Saxon Protestant Culture (WASP) was treated in the works of African-American 

authors such as Ismael Reed, Tony Morrison, Charles Johnson, Jamaica Kincaid, 

Edwidge Danticat, Native American authors Leslie Marmon Silko, Gerald Vizenor, 

Sherman Alexie, Greg Sarris, Linda Hogan, Louise Erdrich and others, Asian-American 

authors such as Maxine Hong Kingston, Amy Tan, Jessica Hagedorn, Bharati 

Mukherjee, Hispanic-American writers  such as Sandra Cisneros, Gloria Anzaldua, Julia 

Alvarez, Anna Castillo, and others.  In addition to the ethnic identity and tension, in 

their works these authors confronted their cultural tradition as represented by the culture 

based on the oral tradition and myth (Native American, African-American), myth and 

mysticism (Native, Black and Asian-American) often represented by the figure of a 

trickster with the cultural tradition of the dominant culture and society represented by 

the USA and the WASP population. Many of the above. Especially female authors were 

thus depicting and deconstructing not only ethnic, racial, but also gender and sexual 

relationships in their literary works. Such postmodern feminist authors as, for example, 

Kathy Acker, Joanna Russ, Susan Sontag and others indulged in the deconstruction of 

typical male or even masculine genres of popular literature such as pornography and 

sci-fi. 

 

3) The writers who were using a postmodern version of a typical genre of the postmodern 

period, that is a cyberpunk novel which is understood as sci-fiction literature using 

postmodern narrative techniques and expressing the postmodern sensibility through 

expressing and dealing with such phenomena of the most advanced technology of the 

postmodern period as virtual reality, computers, internet, cellular phones,  simulation, 

real and artificial identity, cloning, perception and manipulation of reality. According to 

some resources, this term combines cybernetics and punk and was coined by Bruce 

Bethke and named after the title of his short story Cyberpunk published in 1983 

(Wikipedia). Cyberpunk plots often deal with a conflict among hackers, artificial 

intelligences, corporations and it expresses nihilistic attitudes of a man in a postmodern 
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society influenced and manipulated by computers and virtual realities. Postmodern 

characters are often alienated and their struggle for justice, although they are not always 

positive characters (Wikipedia).  In the works of these authors, the emphasis is on a 

depiction and working of advanced and virtual technology, manipulation of technology 

and media with reality and its perception, creating alternative artificial worlds and the 

misuse of power and technology. Postmodern narrative devices relativize objective 

vision of reality, manipulate the perception of it, blur the distinction between the real 

and the virtual, fact and fiction, reality and hallucination and dream, show the 

alternative existence representing formerly suppressed desires and thus emphasize its 

liberating force, emphasize the power of imagination and, through the use of 

postmodern parody, show a distance between former and contemporary culture and 

perception of reality as well as between the artistic forms representing them in the past 

and now. Such authors as William Gibson, Michael Joyce, Michael Serres, but also 

Joanna Russ, Ursula Le Guin, Kathy Acker and others can be understood as 

representatives of this stream of postmodern literature. Such films as  Blade Runner 

(1982) adapted from Philip Dick’s Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep?, the Matrix 

Trilogy (1999), Screamers (1996), Minority Report (2002), Paycheck (2003), A Scanner 

Darkly (2006) and others, many of them adapter from Philip K. Dick’s fiction, represent 

4) Postmodern authors of the later generation who started to publish in the 1980’s and 

who: 

cyberpunk in film. 

a) either used more traditional narrative techniques, or emphasized fabulative aspect of 

postmodern narrative and built the postmodern meaning on the sophisticated 

intertextual allusions creating a metafictional level and effect (John Irving, Paul 

Auster, Don De Lillo, Brett Ellis). Nina Vietorová calls Paul Auster oxymoronically 

a postmodern realist (0) and Eberhard Alsen, in his formalistic study on postmodern 

fiction distinguishes, quite ambiguously, between Realistic and Romantic 

postmodernism. He understands such authors as John Barth, Donald Barthelme, 

Robert Coover, Thomas Pynchon, Kathy Acker and others as realistic postmodernists 

because of their vision of life and because “it is grounded in the belief that only that 

part of reality exists which can be empirically known. This fiction is realistic in its 

basic outlook but often non-mimetic in its representation of reality” (Alsen 1996:7). 
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Alsen further argues that a dominant stream of postmodernist fiction is Romantic 

because of their idealistic (rather than postmodern realists’ materialistic) outlook and 

vision of life and their tendency towards creation of a metaphorical rather than 

metonymical image of reality which he thinks is typical of realistic postmodernists. 

Such authors as Paul Auster, Saul Bellow, Flannery O’Connor, J.D. Salinger, Kurt 

Vonnegut, Norman Mailer, Joyce Carol Oates and others are, in his view, romantic 

postmodernists (Alsen 1996:23), although many of them could rather be even 

understood as modernist than postmodernist authors. 

b) or used and developed a more complicated narrative framework than the first 

generation of postmodern authors (John Barth, Donald Barthelme, Thomas Pynchon, 

Richard Brautigan, Robert Coover, Raymond Federman, William Gaddis, Ronald 

Sukenick and others) by the use of complex intertextual allusions (Villiam Vollmann, 

David Foster Wallace), reference and modification of the theories and metaphors of 

such sciences as macrobiology (Richard Powers), mathematics, cybernetics and 

computer science (David Foster Wallace, Richard Powers). Some of these authors 

used radical ironic and parodic stance to the works of already postmodern authors 

(David Foster Wallace referring to, modifying and playfully transforming John 

Barth’s famous short story Lost in the Funhouse in his The Westward Expansion 

Westward the Course of the Empire Takes Its Way, 1989) and thus their work becomes 

a complex almost post-postmodern structure that create a literary work which some 

critics can call meta-metafictional novels

 As it was mentioned above, despite the fact that such works as John Hawkes’ The 

Cannibal William Burrough’s The Naked Lunch, Jack Kerouac’s On the Road (1957), 

Vladimir Nabokov’s Lolita (1955), John Barth’s The Floating Opera, The End of the Road, 

William Gaddis’ Recognitions (1955) used postmodern narrative devices, have directly 

influenced American postmodern fiction and were even called postmodern literary works, the 

boom of the American postmodern fiction can be observed in 1960’s when these and other 

American authors started to use postmodern narrative techniques and aesthetic principles 

reflecting postmodern vision of the world as understood by Susan Sontag, John Barth, Leslie 

Fiedler and others deliberately and systematically. These authors were referred to as 

“disruptive” and “superfictionists” (Klinkowitz), “surfictionists” (Federman, 1974), “mid-

fictionists” (Alan Wilde) writing in a, according to Jerome Klinkowitz, “post-contemporary 

.  
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age”. They emphasized linguistic and semantic playfulness of the text, broadly used 

postmodern parody, radical irony, metafictional techniques and their works were often 

radically fragmented on the level of the narrative line, depiction of characters, setting and the 

whole composition. The first literary works by American authors most critics would agree 

were truly postmodern are John Barth’s The Sot-Weed Factor (1960), Thomas Pynchon’s V 

(1962), Richard Brautigan’s The Confederate General from Big Sur (1964), Vladimir 

Nabokov’s Lolita (1955). Especially the period between 1967-68 was very productive when 

such works as Donald Barthelme’s Snow White, Robert Coover’s The Universal Baseball 

Association, William Gass’ In the Heart of the Heart of the Country, Ronald Sukenick’s Up, 

Jerzy Kosinski’s Steps, Richard Brautigan’s Trout Fishing in America (1968), Kurt 

Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse-Five (1969) were published. It seems that John Barth has become 

one of the most representative authors of postmodern fiction who started to write postmodern 

novels systematically since the 1960s.  

 

John Barth (1930).  

 John Barth is not only a fiction writer, but also a literary critic and theorist whose 

views on literature and art have significantly influenced not only American, but also other 

world fiction. As it was mentioned above, in his theoretical works and essays he suggested 

using not new, but rather existing form and genres which reflects, in his view, an exhaustion 

of the possibilities of literary innovation by the use of new form (his essay Literature of 

Exhaustion). That is why rather than newness, he emphasized a modification of existing, 

especially popular literary genres to which the authors would have not only a critical attitude, 

but their, however parodic use, would help the authors to rehabilitate formerly low (popular) 

forms of literature and art and thus to eradicate a difference between high and low culture 

discussed by Leslie Fiedler in the 1960s. It does not mean the authors should mechanically 

imitate the forms of popular literature, but they should playfully and creatively use them to 

create artistic value and aesthetic effect in keeping with the postmodern vision of the world 

which is characterized by massive spread of popular culture especially through media such as 

television, cinemas, and popular magazines. John Barth thus often parodied popular literary 

genres such as fairy tales, adventure and love stories, sci-fi, extensively used intertextuality, 

his works are mostly fragmented and metafictional in which reality overlaps with fiction, 



69 

 

dreams and fantasy. Through the use of metafictional elements (parody, intertextuality, direct 

treatment of the writing process) he often deals with the relationships between life and art, the 

author, literary work and a reader, as well as with the nature of the writing process.  Barth’s 

first novels The Floating Opera (1956) and  End of the Road (1958) were still influenced by 

modernist poetics, but have also expressed the feelings of nihilism and existentialism enriched 

by the black humor that are the elements that have implied postmodern vision of the world the 

author fully developed in his later novels. Playing with the existentialist positions, parodox 

and irony manifest themselves in Barth’s The Floating Opera in which he depicts Todd 

Andrews writing about a day in which he decided not to commit suicide and who comes to 

the conclusion that committing a suicide is the same meaningless as not commit it that is why 

there is no reason to do this act. End of the Road depicts a similar protagonist who tries to 

explore his inner self through the so-called “mythotherapy” which, however, fails and thus he 

continues to suffer of “cosmopsis”. Jack Horner, a protagonist, is unable to develop his love 

relationships, takes up various masks to survive in life, and finally falls into nihilistic attitudes 

unable of doing any meaningful action. Barth’s next novel The Sot-Weed Factor (1960) draws 

its subject-matter on the title of real historical personality – a Poet Laureate of the Maryland 

Colony who was well-known in early 18th century. Barth parodies and creatively modifies 

Cook’s famous epic poem and English picaresque, adventure and other tales of the colonial 

period. Depiction of Henry Burlingame adapting various identities (a pirate, Lord Baltimore) 

symbolizing America enables Barth to reconsider American history. This is achieved through 

his parody of the above genres along with the intertextual elements, documentary passages, 

extracts from diaries and manuals that create a metafictional effect. These metafictional 

passages point out the relationship between reality and fiction, writer, literary work, and 

readers, as well as between life and art which are typically postmodern and post-structuralist 

concerns.  

  Also in his next novel, Giles Goat-Boy, or the Revised New Syllabus (1966), Barth 

uses typical postmodern devices and techniques such as postmodern parody, irony, 

metafiction and intertextual elements. The novel is set in the future and depicts university 

setting. Modern world is depicted symbolically as a university controlled by a computer 

which is able to get out of a human control, tyranize and destroy the world which is theme of 

famous popular works such as Frankenstein Barth is reworking in a postmodern context. 

Giles, a hybrid protagonist of the novel, half-human and half-goat, represents a duality of 
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human nature – its propensity to violence and animal destruction, and its ability of emotional 

committment. The novel can also be understood as a parody on American exceptionalism and 

manifest destiny as expressed in John Winhtrop’s famous sermon A Model of Christian 

Charity. On the other level, the novel can be read as a critique of the sterility of produced by 

new technology and media and as a postmodern parody of typical popular literary genres such 

as sci-fi and fantasy mentioned above. At the same time, on the other symbolic level, the 

novel is also a novel on the relationships between the author, literary work and a reader). 

Barth further developed postmodern metafictional techniques and extensively parodied, 

modified and recontextualized famous literary works and popular literary genres, and, within 

allegorical framework, deals with the relationship between fiction and reality, author, literary 

work, and a reader in his short story collection Lost in the Funhouse (1968), Chimera 

(1974), Letters (1979), Sabbatical: A Romance (1982), The Tidewater Tales (1987), The 

Last Voyage of Somebody the Sailor (1991) and others. In the short story Lost in the 

Funhouse from the above collection, the narrator is a young boy Ambrose on a trip with his 

parents who finally gets lost in funhouse reminiscent of a labyrinth which is extended to 

a metaphor of writing. Labyrinth indicates Ambrose’s inability to continue with his story 

which he self-reflexively discusses. Chimera, The Tidewater Tales, and the Last Voyage 

are playful reworkings of famous Arabian Nights stories and glorify the power of imagination 

and storytelling. All these stories represent a practical application of Barth’s idea of 

“exhaustion” of the possibilities of literature known from his famous essay Literature of 

Exhaustion but, in keeping with his ideas from this essay, point out creative possibilities and 

inspiration of existing literary genres and forms of literature through their parodic and playful 

postmodern modifications. Also Barth’s next novel Once Upon a Time: A Floating Opera 

(1994) is a parodic reworking of popular culture such as opera and fairy tale including 

autobiographical character Jerry Schreiber reminiscent of Barth himself. On with a Story 

(1996) is another example of Barth’s fascination with the power of storytelling and Coming 

Soon!!! A Narrative (2001) uses a typical slogan of commercials and is a parodic reworking 

of film genres as well as a critique of contemporary consumerism and commercialism. 

Previously uncollected stories appear in one of John Barth’s latest works The Book of Ten 

Nights and a Night: Eleven Stories (2004) is reminiscent of a dialogue between the author, 

his work and artistic inspiration in which the author refers to the September 11, 2001 terrorist 

bombing of the Twins in New York City, but does not deal with political, but rather cultural 

situation. These short stories are also symbolically dealing with the relationship between life 
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and art, author, literary work and a reader. Barth has collected his critical views, articles and 

essays in his The Friday Book (1984) and Further Fridays.  

 

Donald Barthelme (1930-1989) 

 Donald Barthelme along with John Barth, Thomas Pynchon, and Robert Coover are 

perhaps the most internationally known American authors. Like John Barth, Donald 

Barthelme was also a theorist, critic and academic. He worked for the Post newspaper, was 

draft to Korea during the War (1953-1955),  studied journalism at the University of Houston, 

Texas, worked as an editor for Forum, temporary director of Contemporary Arts Museum of 

Houston, editor of Location, Distinguished Visiting Professor of English at the City 

University of New York (1974-1975) These jobs and career have enabled him to both apply 

and play with various theories, philosophies and academic discourse in his literary works he 

started to send and publish in the New Yorker magazine in early 1960s. It manifests itself 

especially in his short stories in which he used and played with visual and graphic design as 

well as with the forms of popular culture (comic strips, comic books). In his short story 

Kierkegaard Unfair to Schlegel he plays with some ideas and philosophies of both 

philosophers in a form of a Socratic dialogue which makes not only this, but also other stories 

complex and highly intellectualized for a common reader. In his short stories and novels, 

Barthelme often uses dialogues between often indefinite characters, fragmentation, 

intertextuality and often also a questionnaire which is inserted in the story or a novel (Snow 

White, for example) and which often self-reflexively questions the narrative development 

itself and thus it becomes metafictional and typically postmodern element. Barthelme often 

parodies popular literary genres such as medieval romances (The King), fairy tales (Snow 

White, Glass Mountain), fantasy (The Sandman), film thrillers (Hiding Man) and many others. 

Barthelme’s fiction is marked by radical irony, parody, linguistic play, and fragmentation that 

he develops into a metaphor of contemporary postmodern condition. He seems to understand 

language influenced by media, commercialism and consumerism to be unable to express the 

meaning and the words become mere material, objects, “dreck”, almost commercial objects 

deprived of their communicative function since they are often used in inappropriate, 

commercial and consumerist context most of the people from highly technologically 

advanced countries are influenced by. At the same time, Barthelme’s juxtaposition of 
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incompatible images, stylistic and linguistic combinations enables him to create oxymoronic, 

irrational and fantastic situations a reader must decipher in her/his search for meaning. 

Although most of his novels are quite complex, fragmented and highly intellectualized, many 

of his short stories develop a narrative line which is finally ending in untraditional, fantastic 

and unexpected situations without closure. This can be seen, for example, in his short story At 

the Tolstoy Museum from his short story collection City Life (1970) in which written text is 

accompanied by engravings of Tolstoy and Napoleon and in which not only Tolstoy’s writing, 

but also the Biblical allusions related to the Israelites’ position in the past are treated which 

finally implies metaphorical connotations related to the relationship between the past and 

present, past and present forms of art.  Barthelme’s short stories are often marked by the use 

of humor, fragmentation, pastiche, self-reflexivity, and his method of writing is often referred 

to as a collage. Barthelme often uses a dialogue of indefinite character method and 

questionnaire interrogating the reading and interpretation process itself. This dialogue 

between two indefinite characters, or rather voices (usually Q and A, that is question and 

answer) as can be seen in his novel Snow White (1967) and some of his short stories 

undermines both identity and a traditional depiction of characters since these characters are 

often rather “voices” than real existing characters and they often discuss the narrative 

development, their own identity or the idea of the authority which implies various postmodern 

and post-structuralist connotations (the relationship between a writer, literary work, and a 

reader, between traditional and innovative literature, etc.). The example of a dialogue can be 

seen in Barthelme’s short story Basil from her Garden: 

“Q—Transcendence is possible. 

A-Yes. 

Q-Is it possible? 

A-Not out of the question. 

Q-Is it really possible? 

A-Yes. Believe me.”(Barthelme 1985:39) 

Questionnaire in Barthelme’s Snow White evokes self-reflexivity, it is typically a 

metafictional element and concerns the reading process as can be seen in the following 

example: 
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“Do you like the story so far?” “Are the seven men, in your view, 
adequately characterized as individuals?” “Has the work for you, a 
metaphysical dimension?” (Barthelme).  

Barthelme’s short stories were collected in Come Back, Doctor Caligari (1964), 

Unspeakable Practises, Unnatural Acts (1968), City Life (1970), Sadness (1972), Amateurs 

(1976), Great Days (1979), Sixty Stories (1981), Overnight to Many Distant Cities (1983), 

Forty Stories (1987), The Teachings of Don B. (posthumously in 1992). In these collections 

he deals with consumerism (To London and Rome; Concerning the Bodyguard), politics 

(Robert Kennedy Saved from Drowning; The President, Belief), war (A Picture of the History 

of the Wa; Engineer-Private Paul Klee), fatherhood invoking a metaphor of power, the 

relationship between the past and present and past and present forms of art (A Shower of 

Gold; The Agreement) (McCaffery 1986: 267) and many other themes.  

 Barthelme has developed these themes and experimental narrative techniques in his 

postmodern experimental novels Snow White is probably the most famous of. This novel is a 

fragmented narrative on contemporary seven male characters and a woman which is implies a 

similarity with a famous tale Snow White and the male characters Snow White has sexual 

relationship echo seven dwarfs from the same tale, but transfigured in contemporary setting 

and modern times. The story does not keep the structure of the famous tale, but transforms its 

motifs, characters, and behavior and transcontextualizes them into contemporary times. The 

story thus becomes an intertextual, metafictional and fragmented postmodern parody not of 

the tale, but of the simplified vision of life fairy tales depict, of popular culture (Walt 

Disney’s simplified version of the film to which there are several allusions), contemporary 

consumerism and various American myths such as American dream, exceptionalism and 

others. 

 Barthelme’s novel The Dead Father (1975) begins as a fantastic story in which the 

children discuss their father’s burial at his dead body despite the fact he is after physical 

death. This discussion put in parodic, ironic and humorous contexts turns out to be an 

allegorical postmodern story on power as manifested through Barthelme’s depiction of the 

relationship between the father and children, on the relationship between the past and present, 

and past and present forms of art. At the same time, the novel implies a parody of Freudian 

concept of father’s patriarchal authority.  
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 Similar postmodern narrative techniques as used in Snow White such as postmodern 

parody, irony, overlapping of fact and fiction, reality, dream and imagination, “ontological 

scandals” in Brian Mc Hale’s understanding in which real historical personalities meet with 

fictional characters, metafiction, self-reflexivity and intertextuality are used in Barthelme’s 

next novel The King (published posthumously in 1990). The King is a postmodern parody of 

Arthurian romances in which King Arthur, Sir Launcelot, his knights Guinevere and other 

loves meet with former Polish president Walesa. The novel consists of short fragmented 

chapters including meditation on various subjects such as aging, economy, war, beauty, 

sexual relationships and love, adultery and many others. In one of the passages King Arthur 

meditates on his role and wants to become famous in media, call a press conference as in 

modern times which implies a sophisticated parody of both past and present, past and present 

form of representation and arts. Arthur thus feels that not only him as a character, but also 

medieval virtues such as fidelity, honor and honesty are inadequate in contemporary times 

which is marked by different sensibility and which requires different forms of representation. 

So the novel turns out to be also a novel pointing out “the exhaustion” of simplified image of 

reality as represented by medieval romances, their inadequacy in postmodern times and a call 

for complex, perhaps postmodern fragmented representation and debooed themes such as 

sexuality and openness.  

 Barthelme’s novel Paradise (published earlier, in 1986) is a story of an intellectual 

and aging architect indulging in a sexual relationship with three girls who he makes a shelter 

in his house and with who he discusses various themes from everyday life, through 

architecture up to popular culture. Despite the existential and nihilistic feelings related to the 

architect’s position and the generation gap, and despite Barthelme’s use of some postmodern 

narrative techniques (intertextuality, overlapping of reality, dreams, and fantasy, metafictional 

elements and parody), with its vision of life and as a whole is rather more traditional and 

modernist in my view. The novel and differences between modernism and postmodernism are 

closely analyzed at the end of this chapter (sub-chapter). 

 Donald Barthelme has also published collections of non-fiction Guilty Pleasures 

(1974), Here in the Village (1978), children’s books  The Slightly Irregular Fire Engine, or 

The Hithering Thithering Djinn (1971) and Sam’s Bar: An American Landscape [with 

Seymour Chwast] (1987).  


