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Lecture: Major Theorists of Postmodernism in Literature 

Introduction 

Postmodernism, a dominant intellectual and cultural movement of the mid-to-late 20th 

century significantly shaped literary theory and criticism. Characterized by skepticism toward 

grand narratives, rigid structures, and traditional notions of objectivity, postmodernism 

celebrates fragmentation, multiplicity, and the instability of meaning. Key theorists such as 

Jean-François Lyotard, Jacques Derrida, Michel Foucault, and Fredric Jameson have 

articulated foundational concepts that continue to inform contemporary literary studies. This 

lecture examines the major ideas of these theorists and their contributions to the 

understanding of postmodern literature. 

Jean-François Lyotard: The Postmodern Condition and the Demise of 

Grand Narratives 

Jean-François Lyotard, in his seminal work The Postmodern Condition: A Report on 

Knowledge (1979), argues that postmodernism is defined by incredulity toward 

metanarratives—overarching, universal stories that claim to explain and legitimize knowledge 

and cultural norms. Lyotard critiques the Enlightenment project of universal reason and the 

Marxist notion of historical progress, suggesting that these narratives have lost their 

credibility in postmodern society. 



In literature, Lyotard’s emphasis on fragmentation and the local over the universal has 

profound implications. Postmodern texts often reject linear storytelling and cohesive plots, 

favoring instead fragmented structures and multiple, contradictory perspectives. This 

approach aligns with Lyotard’s valorization of "petit récits" (small narratives), which 

foreground diverse, localized experiences over homogenizing grand narratives. For example, 

postmodern novels like Thomas Pynchon’s Gravity’s Rainbow or Don DeLillo’s White Noise 

disrupt traditional narrative conventions, reflecting Lyotard’s vision of a fragmented, 

pluralistic cultural landscape. 

Jacques Derrida: Deconstruction and the Instability of Meaning 

Jacques Derrida’s theory of deconstruction has profoundly influenced postmodern 

literary criticism. In works such as Of Grammatology (1967), Derrida challenges the 

traditional Western privileging of speech over writing, arguing that meaning is always 

deferred—a concept encapsulated in his term "différance." According to Derrida, texts are 

inherently unstable, as their meaning is perpetually shaped by a network of other texts, 

interpretations, and contexts. 

Deconstruction invites readers to uncover the internal contradictions and ambiguities 

within literary works, exposing the instability of seemingly fixed meanings. Postmodern 

literature often mirrors this theoretical approach by emphasizing intertextuality and self-

referentiality. For instance, the works of Jorge Luis Borges, such as The Garden of Forking 

Paths, exemplify the infinite regress of meaning and the blurring of boundaries between text 

and interpretation. Derrida’s ideas challenge readers to question the authority of the text and 

embrace the multiplicity of interpretations it affords. 

 



Michel Foucault: Power, Knowledge, and Discourse 

Michel Foucault’s theories, particularly his exploration of the relationship between 

power, knowledge, and discourse, have significantly impacted postmodern literature. In texts 

like Discipline and Punish (1975) and The Archaeology of Knowledge (1969), Foucault 

examines how power operates through systems of knowledge and the production of truth. He 

argues that discourse shapes and is shaped by power, influencing what is considered 

legitimate knowledge in any given society. 

In literary studies, Foucault’s insights have inspired critical examinations of how texts 

participate in or resist dominant discourses. Postmodern literature frequently interrogates the 

power structures embedded in language and representation. For example, Margaret Atwood’s 

The Handmaid’s Tale critiques the use of religious and political discourse to control women’s 

bodies and identities, reflecting Foucault’s assertion that power operates through subtle, 

pervasive mechanisms. Postmodern authors often foreground marginalized voices and 

challenge traditional power dynamics, aligning with Foucault’s call to examine the interplay 

between discourse and power. 

Fredric Jameson: Postmodernism and Late Capitalism 

Fredric Jameson’s analysis of postmodernism, articulated in works like 

Postmodernism, or, the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (1991), situates the movement 

within the context of global capitalism. Jameson argues that postmodernism represents the 

cultural logic of late capitalism, characterized by the commodification of culture, the collapse 

of distinctions between high and low art, and the proliferation of pastiche. 

For Jameson, postmodern literature reflects and critiques the commodified nature of 

contemporary culture. Pastiche, a key concept in his analysis, involves the imitation of styles 



or genres without a critical edge, leading to a "blank parody." Postmodern works like Thomas 

Pynchon’s The Crying of Lot 49 and David Foster Wallace’s Infinite Jest exemplify this 

tendency, blending diverse cultural references while questioning the authenticity of artistic 

expression. Jameson’s critique underscores the ambivalence of postmodern literature: it 

simultaneously reflects the conditions of late capitalism and attempts to resist them. 

Other Influential Thinkers 

While Lyotard, Derrida, Foucault, and Jameson are central figures, other theorists have 

also shaped postmodern literary thought. Linda Hutcheon, for instance, explores the concept 

of "historiographic metafiction," a literary technique that blurs the boundaries between history 

and fiction. In her book The Politics of Postmodernism (1989), Hutcheon highlights how 

postmodern authors like Salman Rushdie and Angela Carter use metafiction to challenge 

historical narratives and expose the constructed nature of history. 

Additionally, Roland Barthes’s The Death of the Author (1967) prefigures 

postmodernism by rejecting the authority of the author and emphasizing the role of the reader 

in constructing meaning. This decentering of authorship aligns with postmodernism’s broader 

rejection of fixed, hierarchical structures and its embrace of multiplicity and flux. 

Conclusion 

The major theorists of postmodernism have profoundly influenced the way literature is 

read, written, and understood. Lyotard’s critique of grand narratives, Derrida’s deconstruction 

of meaning, Foucault’s analysis of power and discourse, and Jameson’s exploration of 

postmodernism’s ties to capitalism have collectively shaped a movement that celebrates 

fragmentation, challenges traditional boundaries, and reimagines the relationship between 

text, reader, and society. As we engage with postmodern literature, we continue to grapple 



with these theories, which illuminate the complexities of a world in which meaning, power, 

and identity are perpetually in flux. 


