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Modernism and Postmodernism

Three of the four writers we’ve read thus far are considered “modernists” to one degree or another—Kafka, Faulkner, and O’Connor. “Modernism” typically refers to both a time period (early decades of the 20th century) and a weltanshauung, or “world-view.” That world view is often characterized by a sense of fragmentation, a sense of displacement, a feeling that the old has gone and the new has not yet been of any use. In part, this feeling of dispossession and fragmentation has to do with the powerful violence of the First World War. Meaning, for the modernists, becomes—like human identity—fragmented, uncertain, and perhaps unattainable, though it does indeed exist. Modernism is often characterized by formal experimentation. 
Beckett has much of the modernist in him, but he goes beyond it, somehow. We might consider Beckett a “post-Modernist.” The postmodernist is everything the modernist is, but where the modernist assumes certain key philosophical axioms—belief in the universal (understood in literary studies as “a master narrative”), the power of the individual, the utility of rationalism—the postmodernist rejects such assumptions. Postmodernism begins with the idea that meaning—unitary, single, unequivocal meaning—is impossible. It rejects social and political utopianism; French philosopher Jean Francois Lyotard describes “the postmodern condition” as one of “living without systems or myths,” including the myths and systems of religion and politics. Reality, for the postmodernist, is always already fragmented—modernists always seem to come to the realization that reality is fragmented, and they insist on trying to put it back together. Postmodernists accept that reality—like identity and meaning—is fragmented, and advocates play and the construction of contingent patters in place of the search for meaning. Critics have described postmodernism as “an impulse to deconstruct totalizing systems of knowledge, meaning, or belief in grand narratives.” It emphasizes the variety of experience, the given absurdity of our existence in the world, and the idea that truth is no longer verifiable. Postmodern artists often quote, cite, and borrow from others—think Andy Warhol’s Campbell Soup cans—which can be seen as an attempt to destroy the ownership and play with the power of preexistent images and narratives. Literary critics call this kind of irreverent quotation “pastiche.” 

Samuel Beckett was an Irish national who lived and worked in France and wrote almost exclusively in French. In part, this was in resistance to the colonialist occupation of Ireland by the English; he refused to write in English. Beckett worked for some time as James Joyce’s secretary in Paris, but soon struck out on his own. When WWII broke out, he was visiting his home in Ireland, but quickly returned to France. At first he considered himself neutral, but after the Nazi occupation of Paris he joined the French resistance. He lived for a while in Vichy, disguised as an agricultural laborer—there, he wrote one of the masterpieces of postmodern fiction, Watt.  He won the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1969, but refused to accept it—perhaps in continuing resistance to the grand and unexamined factories of meaning. 
“In the modern history of literature at least he [Beckett] is a unique moral figure, not a dreamer of rose gardens but a cultivator of what will grow in the wasteland.”

—Hugh Kenner

