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Postmodernism 
 
Absolution has been described as a postmodernist novel. This is a very complicated and 
confusing term, but it is useful to know about it in order to understand the structure of the novel. 
Below is a list of the characteristics of postmodernism which might enhance your understanding 
of the novel. Read through them and then complete the activity which follows in groups. 
 
Non-linear concept of time 
You might have been aware of a ‘time warp’ as you read the novel. Although there is a 
beginning, middle and end, the author frequently brings the past and future into the novel in 
such a way that you, as the reader, are forced to be aware of discontinuity and fragmentation. 
This is a characteristic of many postmodernist films which do not follow a straightforward 
linear development. In these films, the director provides flash-backs and glimpses into the future 
which are often confusing, but when you sit back and think about the film, they begin to make 
sense. Pulp Fiction is a good example of the use of this technique. 
 

Lack of closure 
Most readers read a story to find what ‘what happens in the 
end’. In postmodernist novels, the end is left open-ended and 
the reader is left to wonder what really happened. In 
Absolution, the reader is left wondering whose story to 
believe and who is guilty of various crimes. The mystery is 
never solved. 
 
Multiplicity of perspectives 
Different chapters reflect the perspectives of different 
characters. This challenges the traditional notion of an 
omniscient narrator who knows everything and provides a 
single perspective of the story. We see the same events 
refracted through different lenses depending on the 
perspective of the observer. Together they provide a collage 
of layered images. None of these images is presented as the 
truth, merely a subjective point of view. Truth (like beauty) 
is seen to be relative or in the ‘eye of the beholder’ – there is 
no objective standard for the truth. 

 
Indeterminancy 
There are many passages in Absolution where the meaning is difficult to pin down. They can be 
read in different ways and sometimes full explanations are not given and you are left wishing 
the author had filled in the gaps left out. This is what makes such literature enjoyable as the 
meaning is open to interpretation and there is no right or wrong answer. 
 
Self-referential metafiction 
Metafiction is a self-conscious awareness of what constitutes fiction writing. Throughout 
Absolution we are aware of the process of writing because the author details the process. The 
narrator Sam is an academic writing a biography about another character, Clare, who is a 
published fiction writer. When he interviews Clare she speaks extensively about the process of 
writing and about censorship and self-censorship in writing. While the reader is aware that it is 
fiction we are reading, we are challenged with written evidence in the form of diaries, letters, 
emails and testimony from the TRC which make the story part biography, part autobiography  
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and part factual reporting. Usually the reader gets ‘lost’ in the story and is not aware of what it 
is that the author is doing. This novel makes the narrator a character in the story as well as a 
commentator on how the story has been written. We are forced to question the ‘fictionality of 
fiction’. 
 
Reference to other texts and authors 
There are ongoing references and allusions to other texts and authors in Absolution. Be aware of 
these and think about how they add meaning to the novel. In particular, think about where the 
transcripts from the TRC are placed in the novel and what effect they have in that context. 

 
Parody of modernism 
Modern scientific reasoning claims that knowledge can create order out of chaos. Rather than 
trying to create order out of chaos, the postmodernists see art as celebrating the chaos. It does 
not try to find meaning in life or to rationalise existence, it merely provides an awareness that 
disorder exists. In a sense it is also not judgemental of people who do not conform to traditional 
ideas and values. Postmodernism reflects the radical uncertainty, relativism and chaos of 
contemporary existence. 
 
Group work activity 
You are a director who has bought the film rights to the novel Absolution. In preparation for the 
making of the film, you ask a team of scriptwriters to provide the outline for a screenplay which 
will make the film a postmodernist production. The scriptwriters should: 
 
1. Draw a timeline of the key events of the novel in chronological order. 

2. Decide how they will represent these events in your film.  

3. Brainstorm the techniques you should use to represent time and the thoughts of the 
characters. Remind them to provide a multiplicity of perspectives and advise you how you 
should go about doing this in your film. 

4. Research the options and provide a motivation for a selection of actors and actresses whom 
you might approach to play each of the characters. 

 
As a class or in groups learners might want to view relevant films which could 
help them in this activity. Consider viewing Pulp Fiction, Things you can tell 
about a woman just by looking at her, Sixth Sense, The Hours, Four Rooms, Short 
Cuts, Go, Kids, Baz Luhrman’s Romeo and Juliet, The Green Mile, Once were 
Warriors and Atonement.  
 

 
Adapted from the Macrat Publishing Atonement Study Manual. (Atonement is also a postmodernist novel with 
many similarities to Absolution.)  


