Contemporary Literature – Traits and Topics

Sometimes called “postmodern literature,” contemporary literature refers to the vast variety of literature* written after World War II. 
*While “literature” is a term with no definitive definition, for this class it should refer to writing that is characterized by a mastery of form and expression in communicating permanent and universal ideas.

Two aspects of “postmodernism” influence many contemporary writers and artists. The first is a set of topics common to many contemporary texts:

	Topics
	Descriptions of topics
	Examples from texts:

	The lies of history, the revision of history



	Challenges what is recorded as history or point out ways that history has been revised.
	

	The complexity of identity and the deconstruction of stereotypes


	Recognizes complexities of individuals; avoids stock characters.  Aims to break down stereotypes.    
	

	Increasing ethnic diversity (in literature as well as culture)



	Cultural shifts and attitudes toward ethnicity shift… so does literature.  More diverse population of writers.
	

	Holocaust, the cold war, apocalypse


	Explores topics of central importance following WWII.  Often warns societies of disastrous possibilities.
	

	Distrust for government / authority

	Characters and writers often display distrust, or even contempt, for systems of authority.  
	

	The influence of technologies, television, and pop culture


	Recognizes significance and often the downsides of technology.  Focuses on artificiality of American life.
	

	Questions of truth and reality

	Raises questions of what is “real” in terms of the external world.  Also questions existence of universal morality.
	

	Contradictions

	Seeks to reflect the attitudes of an era riddled with contradictions by emphasizing contradictions within the story. 
	


The second aspect that is common in much of contemporary literature is a set of aesthetics—formal and stylistic elements—that generally include:

	Traits
	Descriptions of traits
	Examples from texts:

	Experiments in form


	Traditional conventions may be broken.  New patterns or means of expression emerge.  Writers explore techniques that make the work distinct.
	

	Pastiche / Blurring of genres 


	Pastiche means to cut and paste.  Involves merging separate works into one, blending mediums, and creating a piece that fits multiple genres.
	

	Unreliable narrator

	Features a narrator whose perception is blurred or tainted in some way that makes his / her telling of the story unreliable.  Leaves the reader questioning the story’s validity.  
	

	Contradictory voices in a single text

	Avoids giving the audience a simple and obvious “truth” by allowing different attitudes or views to co-exist without showing a clear preference.
	

	Fragmentation 


	Breaks up the narrative into pieces and rearranges.  Sometimes omits a fundamental portion of the story or tells the story out of order.
	

	Ambiguity

	Elements in the story may remain ambiguous (or unclear) to the reader.  These often include: the plot (what happened in the story), the ending, and the meaning (theme). 
	

	Playful irony


	The author uses irony to highlight his central ideas, particularly when finding fault with society.  This is especially apparent in works of satire (of which there are many).
	

	Metafiction

	The author shows awareness of his / her own presence within the story.  Or sometimes the author blatantly points to his / her own role as the story’s creator.
	


Possessing any of these qualities or topics does not necessarily make a work a part of contemporary literature, but works that do fit the genre are often strongly characterized by some of the bullets from this list.  Throughout the semester, we will look to identify pieces from these lists in our texts as we further our understanding of contemporary literature (i.e. don’t lose this sheet).  
