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Abstract 

The postmodern novel is distinguished, among other formal features, by its sustained and often 

unresolved preoccupation with the instability of the self. Where the realist and modernist traditions that 

precede it, whatever their differences, generally retain some notion of an interior consciousness available 

to be discovered, developed, or excavated through narrative, the postmodern novel frequently stages 

identity as a construction without secure foundation: performed rather than possessed, mediated by image 

and simulation rather than authenticated by depth, and fractured across competing, sometimes 

irreconcilable, narrative selves. This paper examines the representation of identity crisis in six landmark 

works of postmodern fiction -- Kurt Vonnegut's Slaughterhouse-Five, Paul Auster's The New York 

Trilogy, Don DeLillo's White Noise, Angela Carter's Nights at the Circus, Julian Barnes's A History of 

the World in 10½ Chapters, and Chuck Palahniuk's Fight Club -- reading them against the theoretical 

accounts of the postmodern condition offered by Jean-François Lyotard, Jean Baudrillard, Fredric 

Jameson, and Linda Hutcheon. Employing a qualitative methodology of comparative close reading, the 

paper identifies four principal modes through which these novels dramatize identity crisis: the dissociative 

fracturing of the self under trauma; the dissolution of the self-investigating subject into the object of its 

own investigation; the erosion of authentic selfhood beneath a saturating media and consumer culture; and 

the deployment of metafictional and historiographic strategies that expose identity itself as a narrative 

construction. The paper argues that postmodern fiction's treatment of identity crisis should be understood 

not merely as a thematic concern borrowed from existentialist or psychoanalytic tradition, but as a formal 

enactment of the same epistemological skepticism toward totalizing narratives that Lyotard identifies as 

constitutive of the postmodern condition, such that the crisis of the self and the crisis of narrative authority 

become, in these texts, functionally inseparable. 

Keywords: postmodern fiction; identity crisis; fragmented self; metafiction; simulacra; unreliable 

narration; the decentered subject 

1. Introduction 

Jean-François Lyotard's foundational definition of the postmodern condition as an incredulity 

toward metanarratives -- toward the large, unifying stories, whether religious, scientific, or humanist, that 

had previously organized Western understanding of history and selfhood -- provides an unusually direct 

point of entry into the concerns of postmodern fiction. If the grand narratives of coherent historical 

progress and stable, sovereign selfhood are no longer credible, then the novel, as a form historically 

invested in the depiction of developing, knowable characters, faces a peculiar formal problem: how to 
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represent a self that its own governing philosophical climate has declared to be without secure foundation. 

The postmodern novel's recurrent preoccupation with identity crisis -- with characters who lose, multiply, 

perform, or fail to locate a coherent self -- can be read as this formal problem worked out at the level of 

plot and character. 

This crisis takes on a further dimension in Jean Baudrillard's account of the simulacrum, in which 

the proliferation of media images and consumer signs in late-capitalist society is said to have detached 

representation from any underlying reality, producing a culture of simulation in which the distinction 

between the authentic self and its mediated performance becomes increasingly difficult to sustain. Fredric 

Jameson extends this analysis specifically to the condition of the subject, arguing that the postmodern self 

is characterized less by the anxious alienation diagnosed by modernist and existentialist thought than by 

a more radical fragmentation, in which the very notion of a centered psychic apparatus capable of 

experiencing alienation is itself called into question. Linda Hutcheon's account of postmodern 

historiographic metafiction adds a further, formal dimension to this picture, identifying the postmodern 

novel's characteristic self-consciousness about its own status as constructed narrative as directly 

continuous with its skepticism toward the constructedness of historical and personal identity alike. 

This paper examines how six major works of postmodern fiction -- Kurt Vonnegut's 

Slaughterhouse-Five (1969), Paul Auster's The New York Trilogy (1987), Don DeLillo's White Noise 

(1985), Angela Carter's Nights at the Circus (1984), Julian Barnes's A History of the World in 10½ 

Chapters (1989), and Chuck Palahniuk's Fight Club (1996) -- stage the crisis of identity as both theme and 

form. The paper asks three central questions. First, what narrative techniques do these novelists employ 

to represent the fragmentation or dissolution of a stable self? Second, how does the saturation of 

contemporary life by media, consumer culture, and simulated image intersect with these representations 

of identity crisis? Third, to what extent does the postmodern novel's formal self-consciousness -- its 

willingness to expose its own narrative apparatus -- function as an enactment, rather than merely a 

description, of the epistemological uncertainty surrounding the self that these texts explore. 

2. Materials and Methodology 

2.1 Primary Materials 

The primary materials for this study are six novels widely regarded within literary scholarship as 

central to the postmodern canon: Kurt Vonnegut's Slaughterhouse-Five (1969), Angela Carter's Nights at 

the Circus (1984), Don DeLillo's White Noise (1985), Paul Auster's The New York Trilogy (1987, 

comprising City of Glass, Ghosts, and The Locked Room), Julian Barnes's A History of the World in 10½ 

Chapters (1989), and Chuck Palahniuk's Fight Club (1996). These texts were selected to represent a range 

of postmodern strategies -- metafictional detective fiction, media satire, historiographic metafiction, 

magical realist performance, and psychological dissociation -- while sharing a sustained thematic concern 

with the instability of individual identity. 

2.2 Secondary Materials 

Secondary materials draw on the foundational theoretical accounts of the postmodern condition, 

including Jean-François Lyotard's The Postmodern Condition (1979), Jean Baudrillard's Simulacra and 

Simulation (1981), Fredric Jameson's Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (1991), 
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Linda Hutcheon's A Poetics of Postmodernism (1988), and Brian McHale's Postmodernist Fiction (1987). 

These works supply the theoretical vocabulary of simulacra, metanarrative, historiographic metafiction, 

and the decentered subject through which the primary texts are analyzed. 

2.3 Methodology 

This study employs a qualitative, comparative methodology combining close textual reading with 

the application of postmodern theory. Each primary text was examined for its treatment of four recurring 

concerns identified through initial reading across the corpus: the psychological fracturing of the self under 

trauma or dissociation; the collapse of the boundary between investigating subject and investigated object; 

the erosion of authentic identity under conditions of media and consumer saturation; and the use of 

metafictional or historiographic devices that expose the constructed status of identity and narrative alike. 

The analysis in Section 3 proceeds thematically across the six texts rather than sequentially by novel, in 

order to foreground points of convergence and divergence in technique. The study is interpretive rather 

than quantitative, and its claims are supported by representative rather than exhaustive textual evidence. 

3. Observations / Results 

3.1 Dissociation and the Fractured Self 

Several of the novels under study represent identity crisis through the literal fracturing of a single 

self into multiple, competing personas, frequently as a response to trauma. Fight Club's unnamed narrator 

is revealed, in the novel's structurally delayed disclosure, to be psychically identical with Tyler Durden, 

the charismatic figure he has understood throughout the narrative as a separate person; the novel's use of 

unreliable first-person narration, withholding this revelation until late in the text, formally enacts the 

narrator's own dissociation, so that the reader's growing suspicion mirrors the narrator's own repressed 

knowledge. Slaughterhouse-Five achieves a related, though tonally distinct, effect through Billy Pilgrim's 

condition of being "unstuck in time," a structural device that fragments the narrative's chronology in a 

manner critics have widely read as a formal correlative for the dissociative response to the trauma of the 

Dresden firebombing that Billy survives; whether the novel's science-fictional Tralfamadorian material is 

read literally or as a psychological defense mechanism, its effect is to dissolve any single, chronologically 

continuous account of Billy's selfhood. 

3.2 The Collapse of the Investigating Subject 

Auster's The New York Trilogy repeatedly stages a collapse of the boundary between the 

investigating subject and the object under investigation, a pattern most pronounced in City of Glass, in 

which the writer Daniel Quinn, hired under a case of mistaken identity to work as a detective named Paul 

Auster, gradually loses his own name, apartment, and coherent sense of self over the course of an 

investigation that never resolves into conventional detective-fiction closure. The trilogy's recurring device 

of characters who adopt or are mistaken for other identities -- including a character within the text who 

shares the author's own name -- formally enacts the erosion of any stable position from which identity 

might be authoritatively verified, a strategy McHale identifies as characteristic of the postmodernist 

detective novel's inversion of the modernist epistemological question, "how can I know the world," into 

the more radical ontological question of which world, and which self, is being narrated at all. 
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3.3 Media Saturation and the Simulated Self 

DeLillo's White Noise dramatizes identity crisis as a function of pervasive media and consumer 

saturation, most explicitly through protagonist Jack Gladney's professorship in the invented academic field 

of Hitler Studies, a position built on a public performance of authority that Gladney himself repeatedly 

confesses to be substantially hollow, sustained by props, title, and reputation rather than genuine scholarly 

depth. The novel's recurring attention to supermarket aisles, tabloid headlines, and the constant 

background hum of television and radio broadcast constructs an environment in which characters' sense 

of their own reality is persistently mediated by, and at moments indistinguishable from, mass-produced 

image and information, a condition the novel's central toxic-event plot, the Airborne Toxic Event, renders 

literal by making Jack's own body a site of unverifiable, technologically mediated danger that he can know 

only through the diagnostic pronouncements of machines rather than direct experience. 

3.4 Metafiction, History, and Performed Identity 

Barnes's A History of the World in 10½ Chapters and Carter's Nights at the Circus both use, in 

different registers, metafictional and performative strategies to expose identity as constructed rather than 

discovered. Barnes's novel interleaves fictional and quasi-historical narratives across radically different 

eras and genres, repeatedly drawing attention to the unreliability and selectivity of historical record-

keeping, and by extension to the unreliability of any individual's constructed account of a coherent self 

across time. Carter's aerialist protagonist Fevvers, whose winged body and self-narrated biography the 

novel persistently declines to authenticate as either genuine or fraudulent, dramatizes gender and selfhood 

alike as matters of performance and self-invention rather than essential fact, a strategy that extends the 

novel's identity crisis beyond the individual psychological register into an explicit interrogation of the 

categories, particularly gendered categories, through which identity is conventionally verified. 

4. Discussion and Critical Analysis 

4.1 Identity Crisis as Formal Enactment, Not Merely Theme 

The patterns identified in Section 3 support the central claim of this paper, that postmodern fiction's 

treatment of identity crisis operates simultaneously at the level of theme and narrative form. In each of the 

six novels examined, the fragmentation of the protagonist's identity is not simply narrated as an event 

within an otherwise stable narrative frame, but is formally enacted through techniques -- delayed and 

unreliable disclosure in Fight Club, achronological structure in Slaughterhouse-Five, the collapse of 

authorial and diegetic boundaries in The New York Trilogy, generic hybridity in Barnes, and unverifiable 

first-person testimony in Carter -- that place the reader in an epistemological position structurally 

analogous to the crisis experienced by the characters themselves. This convergence of theme and form 

substantiates Hutcheon's broader claim that postmodern fiction's characteristic self-reflexivity is not a 

merely decorative or playful gesture but a serious epistemological strategy, continuous with, rather than 

separate from, the thematic content of the novels in question. 

4.2 Simulacra and the Impossibility of Authenticity 

Read through Baudrillard's account of simulation, the identity crises dramatized in DeLillo's and 

Palahniuk's novels in particular can be understood as responses to a specifically late-capitalist condition 

in which the very notion of an authentic self anterior to media representation and consumer performance 

becomes increasingly untenable. Jack Gladney's crisis in White Noise is not simply personal insecurity 
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but a structural condition of inhabiting a professional and domestic life saturated by simulated authority 

and mediated information; similarly, the consumerist critique embedded within Fight Club, most explicit 

in the narrator's catalog of his own furniture and possessions prior to his psychological break, suggests 

that his fractured identity emerges specifically from an environment in which selfhood has been 

supplanted by acquisition and brand identification. This reading suggests that postmodern identity crisis 

in these texts should not be understood as a purely individual or psychological phenomenon but as 

symptomatic of the broader socioeconomic conditions Jameson identifies as constitutive of the 

postmodern cultural logic of late capitalism. 

4.3 Gender, Performance, and the Limits of Simulation 

Carter's Nights at the Circus complicates a purely Baudrillardian reading of postmodern identity 

crisis by suggesting that the performative construction of selfhood, particularly gendered selfhood, need 

not be read solely as a symptom of cultural loss or inauthenticity. Fevvers's active, celebratory self-

fashioning, and the novel's ultimate refusal to resolve the question of whether her wings are authentic, 

positions performance itself as a potentially liberating rather than purely diminishing mode of identity 

construction, an emphasis that aligns Carter's novel with feminist and gender-theoretical readings of 

performativity more than with the anxious, often masculine, crises of authenticity dramatized in DeLillo, 

Auster, and Palahniuk. This divergence suggests that postmodern fiction's treatment of identity crisis is 

not monolithic, and that gender constitutes a significant axis of variation in whether the dissolution of 

stable selfhood is represented as a source of anxiety or as an opening toward creative self-invention. 

4.4 Historiographic Metafiction and the Limits of Narrative Selfhood 

Barnes's engagement with historical narrative in A History of the World in 10½ Chapters extends 

the paper's central argument beyond individual psychology to the construction of collective and historical 

identity. Hutcheon's concept of historiographic metafiction, developed substantially in response to novels 

of this kind, argues that such texts do not simply doubt the accuracy of particular historical accounts but 

interrogate the narrative mechanisms by which any coherent identity, whether individual or collective, is 

retrospectively assembled from fragmentary and contested evidence. Read in this light, the crisis of 

personal identity dramatized in the other five novels under study can be understood as a localized instance 

of a broader postmodern skepticism toward all totalizing narrative constructions of selfhood, historical or 

individual, public or private. 

5. Conclusion 

Identity crisis in postmodern fiction is best understood not as an incidental thematic concern 

inherited from earlier traditions of psychological and existentialist writing, but as a formal enactment of 

the broader epistemological skepticism that Lyotard, Baudrillard, Jameson, and Hutcheon identify as 

constitutive of the postmodern condition. Across the six novels examined in this study, the fragmentation, 

dissolution, performance, and unverifiability of the self are produced through narrative techniques -- 

dissociative and unreliable narration, the collapse of investigator and investigated, media-saturated 

characterization, and historiographic metafictional structure -- that place readers in an epistemological 

position analogous to the crisis experienced by the characters themselves, such that the crisis of the self 

and the crisis of narrative authority become functionally inseparable. This study has further suggested that 

this crisis is not uniformly experienced as loss across the corpus: while DeLillo, Auster, Vonnegut, and 

Palahniuk largely dramatize the dissolution of stable identity as a source of anxiety, dislocation, or 
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violence, Carter's treatment of performed and gendered selfhood suggests that the same postmodern 

instability can also be represented as a site of creative self-invention. Future research might extend this 

analysis through closer comparative attention to postmodern fiction from beyond the American and British 

traditions examined here, and through more sustained engagement with the relationship between 

postmodern identity crisis and the digital and algorithmically mediated selfhood of twenty-first-century 

fiction. 
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