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The Concept of Death in Postmodern Thinking as Depicted in
Postmodernist Fiction
Firouz Fazeli®
Mojtaba Hoshyar Mahboob*
DOI: 10.22080/RJLS.2023.25649.1403
Abstract
Death is a fundamental concept in Western philosophy. Undoubtedly, many
distinguished philosophers have tried to examine this notion and share their
insights. In this essay, we briefly present views of thinkers such as Friedrich
Nietzsche, Sgren Kierkegaard, Martin Heidegger and Norbert Elias and then
attempt to enter the realm of postmodern thought through pre-modernist and
modernist notions. In order to limit the scope of postmodern discussion in
this essay, postmodernist literary novels have been taken into consideration.
To this purpose, two important works of this genre, in which the concept of
death is central, namely In Watermelon Sugar by Richard Brautigan and
Slaughterhouse-Five by Kurt Vonnegut, were analyzed. Also, in the Iranian
story section, a short story by Yaqoub Yadali entitled "Hamhameh"(Uproar)
has been discussed. Findings suggest that to postmodernists, the meaning of

death is significantly different from that of modernists. Their point of view
also affects their reader’s mentality and provides them with a new outlook
on death. Postmodern readers come to the understanding that death is a
simple and unique experience.

Keywords: Death, Postmodernist fiction, In watermelon Sugar,
Slaughterhouse-Five, Yaqub Yadali

Extended Abstract

Introduction

Death is a fundamental concept in Western philosophy. Undoubtedly, many
distinguished philosophers have tried to examine this notion and share their
insights. In this essay, we briefly present views of thinkers such as Friedrich
Nietzsche, Sgren Kierkegaard, Martin Heidegger and Norbert Elias and then
attempt to enter the realm of postmodern thought through pre-modernist and
modernist notions. In order to limit the scope of postmodern discussion in
this essay, postmodernist literary novels have been taken into consideration.
To this purpose, two important works of this genre, in which the concept of
death is central, namely In Watermelon Sugar by Richard Brautigan and
Slaughterhouse-Five by Kurt Vonnegut, were analyzed. Also, in the Iranian
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story section, a short story by Yaqoub Yadali entitled "Hamhameh"(Uproar)
has been discussed.

The first novel, In Watermelon Sugar (1968), is Richard Brautigan’s
masterpiece; a strange and extremely unfamiliar piece that relates a story
which entirely takes place in the world of death: a place that is similar to the
world of death and is called iDEATH,; it is, however, as sweet as watermelon
sugar. Likewise, the subject of Slaughterhouse-Five (1969) is the bombing
of the German city of Dresden at the end of World War Il and the killing of
thousands of people. Kurt Vonnegut has narrated human suffering in a
detached and sometimes sarcastic way. Such characteristics have given a
somewhat inverted perspective on death and the usual views about it. In
much the same way, the story of "Hamhameh"(Uproar) by Yaqub Yadali is
a minimalist story about the death of a loved one, in which the element of
simplicity is prominent.

Research Questions and Methodology

This is a descriptive-analytic essay in which we intend to deal with the idea
of death in postmodernism. We, therefore, need to address these questions
first: what is postmodernism? When did it start and what are its
characteristics? Having provided definite answers to these questions, we will
then proceed to answer the following questions:

e How has the concept of death evolved into its present form?

e How is the concept of death defined in postmodern ideology?
Conclusion and Findings

To postmodernists, the meaning of death is significantly different from that
of modernists. Their point of view also affects their reader’s mentality and
provides them with a new outlook on death. They come to the understanding
that death is a simple and unique experience. In Brautigan’s novel, death is
a pleasant experience whose nature is not so different form the nature of life.
Likewise, despite the horror and stupidity of war presented in
Slaughterhouse-Five, Vonnegut also portrays death as an ordinary event,
much like a joke. Similarly, Yaqub Yadali depicts death as extremely simple.
In these works, death is not for others, but will happen to all. It is, however,
no longer horrible and abject, but as simple as a unique experience.
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