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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this research article is to examine the narrative techniques and fragmentation in postmodern American 

literature with special reference to Don DeLillo and Thomas Pynchon – the postmodernists. The paper also analyses how 

both authors employ the technique of having many plotlines and fragmentation as the reflection of the chaos of the modern 

world. Media and technology are two of the most important concerns in DeLillo’s writing, and fragmentation is used to 

depict the loss of self in the media culture. Whereas DeLillo uses fragmentation to break the flow of the narrative and to 

concentrate on the character, Pynchon uses fragmentation to express the concept of entropy and history and how history 

affects the character. In this study, I analyze how the selected texts undermine and rewrite the historical narrative paradigms 

and how they engage the reader in the process of meaning-making. The findings of the study contribute to the understanding 

of the postmodern narrative strategies and their application to the interpretation of contemporary texts. 

 

Keywords: Postmodern American literature, Narrative techniques, Fragmentation, Don DeLillo, Thomas Pynchon, Quality 

Education. 
 

 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

A. Background 

Postmodern literature started in the middle of the twentieth century and is characterized by its break from realistic narrative. 

It is often ironic, playful, and postmodern in terms of the blurring of the line between the narrative and the actual [1]. In this 

regard, such American writers as Don DeLillo and Thomas Pynchon are regarded as postmodernist writers whose novels are 

viewed as the prototypes of postmodernist literature [2]. Both authors have been hailed for their innovativeness in their 

writing and how they have broken down their work; this makes the reader approach the work in a different way [3]. 

B. Research Problem 

Both narrative techniques and fragmentation are important in postmodernism because they deconstruct the plot and reflect 

the postmodern plurality. In Don DeLillo and Thomas Pynchon, these techniques are not only formal procedures but also 

ways of constructing the themes of modern anxieties, consumption society, and media control. Nevertheless, no study would 

compare how these two authors employ fragmentation in narratives and what this says about their general literary projects. 
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C. Research Objectives 

The primary objectives of this research are to: 

1. Examine the techniques of fragmentation in the works of Don DeLillo and Thomas Pynchon. 

Explain the concept of fragmentation in their works and analyze how it is beneficial in the process of creating the works and 

the reader. 

2. Compare and contrast their methods about postmodernism literature, and how they are alike and/or how they are 

different. 

D. Significance of the Study 

Thus, the present research aims to make a significant contribution to the field of literary studies by presenting a detailed 

comparative study of two of the most significant postmodern writers. Thus, in this way, by focusing on narrative techniques 

and fragmentation, the present research contributes to the understanding of how postmodern literature both depicts and enacts 

modern culture and society [5]. The findings may also be useful in comprehending other elements of American literature and 

may be helpful in the debates of the shifts in the narrative mode in the latter twentieth and the early twenty-first century [6]. 

 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

A. Postmodern Narrative Techniques: An Overview 

The elements that are used in postmodern literature include multiple and fragmented plots, metafiction, play with time, and 

the unreliable narrator. These techniques are employed to question the existence of things and the role of the author in 

explaining them [7]. Hutcheon (1988) has pointed out that postmodern narrative strategies may confuse the ontological status 

of the real and the imaginary and force the reader to reflect upon the very process of storytelling [8]. Similarly, McHale 

(1987) notes that postmodernist literature is ‘ontologically undecidable’ about the density of the narrative and the breaking 

down of the notions of plot and character [9]. 

B. Fragmentation in Postmodern Literature 

Another feature of postmodern literature is episodic, that is, the story is not continuous or not divided into chapters. This 

technique is a perfect example of postmodern society which lacks a clear framework of meaning, as is illustrated in this 

technique. As Jameson (1991) pointed out, the fragmented is the logical result of the postmodern culture with its 

‘schizophrenic’ emphasis on the fragmented and multiple instead of the smooth and integrated [11]. Similarly, Lyotard 

(1979) has pointed out that fragmentation is another element of postmodernism as a break with the meta-narratives of 

modernity [12]. 

C. Narrative Techniques of Don DeLillo 

Media culture, consumerism, and postmodern subjectivity are some of the topics that have made Don DeLillo a well-known 

writer of novels. In the works of DeLillo, there can be observed such elements as the change of narrators, the non-linear 

approach to the storyline, and references to other types of art create a plot that is as chaotic and confusing as the modern 

world [13]. As Cowart (2003) rightly points out, the fragmentation that is observed in DeLillo’s novels is not merely a style 

but an analysis of how the media and technology have penetrated the human consciousness [14]. Secondly, LeClair (1987) 

noted that the endings of DeLillo’s narratives are often inconclusive, and the reader is left in a state of confusion which is 

typical of the postmodernist [15]. 

D. Thomas Pynchon’s Narrative Techniques 

Thomas Pynchon is often associated with postmodernist narrative confusion and his novels are complex and have multiple 

characters and protagonists and paranoia. Out of all the techniques of fragmentation, Pynchon’s works including “Gravity’s 

Rainbow” are temporal and spatially disintegrated because they depict the disorderly world in which the characters exist 

[16]. Tanner (1982) has noted that Pynchon’s narratives are postmodern in the sense that they do not offer a single narrative, 

but many, which make it hard for the reader to arrive at a single truth [17]. Similarly, Dalsgaard (2001) notes that Pynchon’s 

postmodernist strategy for composing the novel is to deconstruct the linear notion of plot and cause and effect to create a 

work that is dense but rich in its payoff [18]. 

E. Comparison of DeLillo and Pynchon 

While fragmentation is a typical characteristic of DeLillo’s and Pynchon’s novels, the authors use it in different ways and 

with different impacts on the narrative. DeLillo’s fragmentation is as a rule used to stress dislocation and media overload, 

and Pynchon’s fragmented narratives are more chaotic and entropic [19]. Keesey in his writing of 1987 has also noted that 

while DeLillo’s novels are concerned with the impact of technology and media on the self, Pynchon’s novels are more 

concerned with history and politics [20]. However, both authors use fragmentation to depict the essential features of 

postmodern life – the absence of stable ground and the crisis of identity – which is why these texts are useful for 
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understanding the narrative innovations of the postmodern epoch [21]. 

 

3. METHODOLOGY 

A. Research Design 

This research therefore employs a qualitative research technique, whereby the research is carried out on texts from Don 

DeLillo and Thomas Pynchon. Qualitative analysis is particularly suitable for the aspects of postmodernism, including the 

multiple narrators and the fragmentation of the story because it allows the analyst to examine the processes of such an 

approach. The objectives of the study are to find out the specifics of the techniques used by the authors and to consider the 

tendencies in the light of postmodernism. 

B. Selection of Texts 

The criteria used for the selection of the texts for this study were the importance of the works in the authors’ production, the 

presence of narrative strategies fragmentation, and critical acclaim of the works. For Don DeLillo two novels were chosen 

for analysis: White Noise and Underworld because they are concerned with media and self. Thomas Pynchon’s Gravity’s 

Rainbow and The Crying of Lot 49 were selected because of the difficulty of their plots and the fragmented structure of the 

stories. These texts are characteristic of each of the authors’ postmodernism and are frequently cited in academic discussions 

[22-24]. 

C. Analytical Framework 

When it comes to the analysis of the selected texts, the emphasis will be placed on the narrative techniques and fragmentation; 

the method that will be used here will be structural analysis together with thematic analysis. Structural analysis will involve 

aspects of how the story is written, these include the plot, point of view, and tone. Thematic analysis will also examine how 

these narrative techniques afford the thematic concerns of the texts which are the ontological, the media, and the subject. It 

is possible to state that such an approach allows for a deeper understanding of how the employment of narrative techniques 

helps to enhance the themes of the works. 

D. Data Collection and Analysis 

Data gathering is the process that involves the careful and detailed reading of the selected texts with an emphasis on the 

passages that illustrate the use of the selected narrative techniques and fragmentation. The patterns and motifs concerning 

the narrative structure, fragmentation, and themes will be also discussed in the analysis. This will involve coding the texts 

for such features as disruption of narratives, and changes in point of view among others. The consequences of these findings 

will then be highlighted to draw a comparative analysis of DeLillo’s and Pynchon’s approaches to narrative. 

E. Limitations 

The study has some limitations which are noted below: First, the concentration is made on several works of DeLillo and 

Pynchon only, which may not cover all the possible narrative strategies. Second, the focus on the narrative strategies and 

fragmentation means that other aspects of the texts remain rather unproblematized, for example, characterization or language. 

Finally, the last of the identified limitations is the fact that the study is interpretive and therefore there is a possibility of bias 

in the sense that the interpretation of the data is made from the perspective of the researcher. 

 

4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

A. Ways of Narration of Don DeLillo 

The narrative techniques employed by Don DeLillo are complex, varied, and very representative of modern society’s 

preoccupations. In White Noise, the author employs irony and satire to describe how the mass media and consumerism are 

destructive forces in contemporary society. The protagonist and the narrator of the novel is Jack Gladney whose perception 

of reality is manipulated and skewed by the noise that is present in the media. This unreliable narration emphasizes the 

process of the fragmentation of the subject and subjectivity of the world where private and public performances are created 

through the lens of television, advertisements, and other media. The episodic organization of White Noise is therefore far 

from linear, as it is the author’s effort to mimic the postmodern world which is postmodern in the sense that the boundary 

between reality and media representation is rapidly blurring [22]. 

In Underworld, DeLillo develops these aspects and complicates the story even more with the help of the non-linear structure 

of the plot and a vast cast of characters. The plot of the novel is developed over several decades and the destinies of the 

characters are linked with the main events of the Cold War and nuclear danger. This nonlinearity is used to stress the relation 

between events and people, and thus the history of one person is the history of the whole society. These themes are well 

developed in Underworld because DeLillo uses multiple points of view; the points of view shift all the time, and the reader 

gets only a fragmented view of what is happening. This technique disorients the reader and thus recreates the experience of 

modernity, where the amount of information and the complexity of the processes taking place in the world cannot be 

contained within the framework of an individual’s understanding [23]. 
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B. Fragmentation in DeLillo’s Works 

Fragmentation is one of the main strategies in DeLillo’s texts, which reflects the condition of society’s fragmentation. As in 

White Noise, text is interrupted by media signals, jingles, and other forms of media messages. These interruptions are 

supposed to break the flow of the story and therefore tell a story that is as fragmented as the modern consciousness under the 

influence of media. In DeLillo’s representation, the media is the low hum that underlies the characters and the reader’s 

stories. This fragmentation also functions as an anti-ideological move to the mass media that reduces human experience into 

messages that can be easily sold[22]. 

In Underworld, fragmentation rises to a more structural level, and DeLillo uses a non-linear narrative approach, and changes 

in time and characters. It is possible to describe the novel’s structure as a mosaic: each piece has its part, and only when all 

the pieces are gathered, the reader gets the full picture. This broken-down structure is a consequence of the post-modernist 

approach to the deconstruction of the linear narrative, which does not encompass the multiplicity of contemporary reality. 

The fragmentation of the plot also mirrors the postmodern lack of meaning, where history is not a progression, but a string 

of related and sometimes, opposing events and views [23]. 

C. Thomas Pynchon’s Narrative Techniques 

It is for this reason that the narrative techniques employed by Thomas Pynchon can be described as complex, condensed 

historical, and cultural. Gravity’s Rainbow is one of the most intricate novels of Pynchon in terms of the plot and the character 

organization. The narrative of the novel is chaotic and episodic, and it moves back and forth in time and space, thus it creates 

a large and convoluted structure that does not allow for straightforward reading. Adding to the difficulty, historical allusion 

and intertextuality are at the heart of Pynchon’s work: there are numerous references to scientific theories, history, and culture 

in the novel. This provides the novel with a web of intertextual allusions that the reader needs to unravel to get at the core of 

the novel, thereby making Gravity’s Rainbow a postmodern novel in the strict sense of the term that cannot be encapsulated 

in a simple definition [24]. 

In his second novel, The Crying of Lot 49 Pynchon employs a much more limited plot but still gives paranoia and conspiracy 

which is typical for him. It narrates the life of Oedipa Maas who sets out to unravel the mystery of an organization called the 

Tristero, whose existence the protagonist is in doubt. The use of the unreliable narrator in The Crying of Lot 49 is Pynchon’s 

way of telling a story that has no answers to the questions raised as Oedipa goes through signs and symbols, which only leads 

her and the reader into a labyrinth. The focus on semiotics and the lack of signification is a function of Pynchon’s 

postmodernist project of representing the breakdown of structure and the impossibility of the master narrative. This 

involvement of themes of paranoia and conspiracy augments the plot, as the reader has no stable ground, and everything is 

quite unclear [25]. 

D. Fragmented writing in Pynchon’s Works 

Fragmentation is one of the key defining traits of Pynchon’s approach to storytelling, which is as chaotic as the worlds that 

the author describes. As in Gravity’s Rainbow, the temporal and spatial coordinates are collapsed and the changes in the 

point of view and the location are quite sudden. This disintegration is in tune with the themes of the novel, such as 

disintegration and the breakdown of order, as the plot and the characters’ views on reality also break down. Fragmentation 

also emphasizes the paranoia of Pynchon’s novel; the structure of the novel is fragmented, and it makes the reader feel lost, 

just like the characters of the novel, who can never be sure of what is real and what is not [24]. 

In The Crying of Lot 49, the fragmentation is not as extreme as in Trout Fishing in America, but it is there nonetheless. This 

is a story that is full of digressions, confusion, and questions, and thus it is a story of the search for meaning above all else. 

The fragmentation in The Crying of Lot 49 is employed to undergird the novel’s attack on the absence of meaning and the 

impossibility of telling a coherent story in a world of signs and signifiers. This fragmentation causes a sense of openness in 

the reader, which can be likened to the experience of Oedipa who never gets to unravel the mystery of the Tristero [25]. 

E. Comparative Analysis 

When comparing DeLillo and Pynchon one can see that they are rather alike in the way they work with the narrative and 

fragmentation. Both authors employ fragmentation to recreate the world of the present, although in a different way. DeLillo’s 

fragmentation is often an analysis of the subject of the media society, which disassembles the subject through the information 

and images that encompass him. However, Pynchon’s fragmentation is more historical and cultural and is an attempt to 

explain human experience using a complicated structure to express the theme of paranoia, conspiracy, and the collapse of 

meaning. 

Nevertheless, it is necessary to note that both use the techniques of multiple plot lines in their works, but the aims and 

purposes of such approaches are rather different. White Noise and Underworld are both concerned with the impact of media 

and technology on the individual and the community. His choice of an unreliable narrator and an episodic structure is to 

stress the loneliness and disorientation of individuals in a society that is flooded with media. Other authors use such strategies 

to represent history, culture, and power relations in their works, but Pynchon does it in a convoluted manner. Gravity’s 
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Rainbow and The Crying of Lot 49 are both texts where Pynchon’s strategies of narration include a lot of intertextual 

references and the construction of a world of the contingent [22-25]. 

However, irony and satire are employed by both authors, and, at the same time, the usage of these techniques is also different. 

Irony is one of the most prominent strategies in DeLillo’s novels; it is employed to deconstruct modern culture with specific 

reference to mass media and consumerism as the primary determinants of people’s perception of reality. Pynchon’s irony is, 

however, much deeper when it comes to historical and cultural issues as satire becomes the means of revealing the nature of 

power and the contradictions of knowledge. Such differences in the focus of the narrative and the techniques used are 

indicative of the author’s preoccupations: DeLillo is more concerned with the person about media culture while Pynchon is 

more concerned with history and culture as the context of human existence. 

F. Effect on Reader Experience 

Such elements as the narrative techniques and fragmentation in the works of DeLillo and Pynchon are very influential to the 

reader. Such techniques always create a feeling of confusion and insecurity, which makes the reader focus more on the text 

in a bid to comprehend the story. The structure of the novel is postmodern in the way that the author breaks the continuity 

and coherence of the plot and thus makes the reader question the reality of the story. 

In DeLillo’s works, especially in White Noise and Underworld, the fragmentation and the use of the unreliable narrator make 

the reader construct the story from the fragments and thus, the reading is active. Such an active reading is a representation 

of the disorientation that is characteristic of the experience of the contemporary media environment where the reader, as well 

as the characters, is lost in the stream of information and the shifting reality. This sense of alienation and estrangement that 

DeLillo incorporates into the novel is one of the primary concerns of his major themes, the subject’s self and his or her view 

of the world is always defined by the context. 

In Pynchon’s works the reader is also confronted with the problem of the complex structure and the highly referential surface 

of the novels. The fragmentation in Gravity’s Rainbow and The Crying of Lot 49 creates a rather intricate and ambiguous 

narrative that puts the reader in the position of a detective to comprehend all the subtexts that are encoded in it. The use of 

history and culture by Pynchon to develop his work makes it even more complex to comprehend because the reader is lost 

in a world where nothing is concrete. This sort of interaction with the text corresponds to Pynchon’s ideas about paranoia 

and conspiracy, where the attempt to find meaning is frustrated by the very concept of meaning [22-25]. 

 

5. CONCLUSION 

This work has shown that fragmentation and narrative techniques are inherent in the works of Don DeLillo and Thomas 

Pynchon, both of whom employ these aspects of postmodernism in different ways to convey the nature of modern existence. 

In his novels, DeLillo frequently examines the effects of media and technology on the formation of personal identity, using 

fragmentation as a tool to portray the loss of self in a world dominated by media. On the other hand, Pynchon’s narratives 

are more historical and cultural, and fragmentation here serves to create the sense of entropy, the breakdown of order in the 

world. 

This study makes a great impact on the field of postmodern American literature by comparing two of the most influential 

authors in the field. This analysis helps to further the discussion of narrative techniques and fragmentation in postmodern 

literature and contributes to the understanding of how they are used to engage with themes of identity, reality, and meaning. 

In addition, the study shows how DeLillo and Pynchon address postmodern concerns and enrich the ongoing debates on the 

nature of the postmodern narrative. 

Further research could be conducted on other novels by DeLillo and Pynchon or on the application of narrative strategies 

and fragmentation in other postmodern novels. Moreover, more research could be conducted to explore how such narrative 

techniques impact various categories of readers depending on their cultural background, prior reading, and exposure to 

postmodernist works. Comparative analyses that involved authors of different cultural or linguistic origins could also be 

useful in establishing how postmodern narrative strategies are used in different literary traditions. 
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