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Postmodernism: Fictions and Theories 

 
Course Description: 
But the impulse to empire, the mission to propagate death, the structure of it, kept on. Now we are in 
the last phase. American Death has come to occupy Europe. It has learned empire from its old 
metropolis. But now we have only the structure left us, none of the great rainbow plumes, no fittings 
of gold, no epic marches over alkali seas. 
—Thomas Pynchon, Gravity’s Rainbow 
 
This seminar will survey some significant achievements in postmodern U.S. fiction of the past forty 
years, in particular novels that suggest new configurations of imperial might in a globalizing 
world.  Examples will range from Pynchon’s notion (described above) that the U.S. inherited an elusive 
“structure” of empire from Nazi Germany, to Gaddis’s creation of a paper business empire run over mail 
and phone by an 11-year-old boy, Didion’s connections between amnesia and U.S. actions in World 
War II and Vietnam, and DeLillo’s assessment of New York after the blow 9/11 dealt to American 
mythology.  Accompanying texts by Jameson, Lyotard, Agamben, Foucault, Hardt and Negri, Scarry, 
and Butler will offer students lenses for interpreting the fiction.  While the main goal will be to engage 
with a variety of postmodern forms and find moments of fit between the fictions and foundational 
elements in theories, there will be a major emphasis on theories of power, sovereignty, the 
reconfiguration of war and empire, and the role of capital in these developments.  Other topics of more 
general interest will include mediated historiography, the destruction of historical memory, conditions 
of postcoloniality within U.S. borders, and the simultaneous end of “master narratives” and growth in 
the ability of encyclopedic forms to represent global realities. 
 
Required Texts: 
FICTION 

 Thomas Pynchon, Gravity’s Rainbow (1973) 
 William Gaddis, JR (1975) 
 Joan Didion, Democracy (1984) 
 Kathy Acker, Empire of the Senseless (1988) 
 John Edgar Wideman, The Cattle Killing (1996) 
 Don DeLillo, Falling Man (2007) 

THEORETICAL TEXTS 
(Some of these will involve excerpts and chapters – not the whole texts) 
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 Frederic Jameson, Postmodernism, or the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism 
 Jean-Francois Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge 
 Giorgio Agamben, Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life 
 Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, Empire 
 Elaine Scarry, The Body in Pain: The Making and Unmaking of the World 
 Michel Foucault, Society Must Be Defended 
 Judith Butler, Precarious Life: The Powers of Mourning and Violence 

Course Requirements: 
25%     Contributions to discussion—includes 10% for weekly discussion questions 
25%     Seminar paper and brief presentation of it, 5-7 pages   
15%     Presentation/leading of seminar discussion (one session)  
35%     Final paper, 18-22 pages—includes 5% for abstract and presentation at last meeting 


