11. Lecture 11: Postmodernism & Fragmentation in John Fowles’s The French Lieutenant’s

Woman

Duration: 3 hours

Introduction

As we move from Modernism to Postmodernism, we witness a fundamental shift in how
literature responds to the world and reflects the human experience. Modernist writers like
Virginia Woolf, James Joyce, and T.S. Eliot, grappled with the disintegration of certainty in the
wake of industrialization, war, and social upheaval. Their works fragmented linear narrative and
probed deeply into consciousness, but they still searched for meaning, coherence, and a kind of

aesthetic or moral order amid the chaos.

Postmodernism, emerging more fully in the post-World War II era, takes that
fragmentation a step further, but with a different attitude. Instead of seeking to repair the world’s
fractures, postmodern writers expose, embrace, and often play with them. They question whether
meaning is even possible. They challenge the authority of the author, the stability of language,
the coherence of identity, and the notion of a single, knowable truth. Where Modernism was
often earnest, Postmodernism is frequently ironic. Where Modernism mourned the loss of order,

Postmodernism is skeptical of the very idea that such order ever existed.

In this lecture, we explore John Fowles’s The French Lieutenant's Woman, a landmark
postmodern novel that both inhabits and mocks the Victorian novel form. Fowles gives us not
only a story, but a commentary on storytelling itself; disrupting our expectations with
metafiction, multiple endings, and intrusive narration. Through this novel, we’ll examine how
Postmodernism unsettles the foundations of narrative and challenges us, as readers, to participate

actively in the construction of meaning.
Part I. From Modernism to Postmodernism: A Shift in Literary Consciousness

11.1 Definition and Contextualization of Postmodernism



Postmodernism in literature emerges in the latter half of the 20th century as a critical,
often playful, response to the crises of modernity and the perceived failures of Enlightenment
rationalism. It is not simply a chronological successor to Modernism but a philosophical and
aesthetic reaction to its assumptions, particularly its belief in progress, coherence, and the

redemptive power of art.

Jean-Francgois Lyotard, in his seminal work The Postmodern Condition: A Report on
Knowledge (1979), defines postmodernism as an “incredulity toward metanarratives.” These
metanarratives, or grand narratives, refer to overarching explanations of history, knowledge, and
human experience (e.g., the progress of science, religious truth, Marxist historical determinism).
Postmodernism challenges the very foundation of these ideologies, suggesting that all knowledge

is contingent, constructed, and fundamentally unstable.

In literature, this philosophical stance manifests in a deep skepticism toward conventional
modes of storytelling and representation. Postmodern fiction resists closure, authority, and

meaning-making structures, replacing them with ambiguity, irony, and reflexivity.

11.2 Contrasting Modernism and Postmodernism

To better understand postmodernism in literature, it is helpful to contrast it with
modernism, the literary movement that dominated the early 20th century. While both modernism
and postmodernism respond to the fragmentation and uncertainties of the modern world, they do

so in fundamentally different ways.

Modernist literature is characterized by a search for meaning, often through innovative
and experimental forms. Authors such as Virginia Woolf, T.S. Eliot, and James Joyce broke away
from conventional narrative techniques, employing stream of consciousness, fragmented
chronology, and interior monologue. However, despite this formal experimentation, modernists
generally maintained a belief in the possibility of coherence, depth, and truth. Their works might
reflect a broken world, but they still imply that meaning can be reconstructed through art, myth,

or individual perception.

Postmodernism, by contrast, approaches these same fractures with radical skepticism. It

does not attempt to mend the ruptures in language, identity, or society, but rather embraces



ambiguity, play, and multiplicity. Truth, in the postmodern sense, is not something to be
discovered but something to be questioned, deconstructed, or performed. Postmodern texts are

acutely aware of their constructed nature and often highlight the artifice of storytelling itself.

This difference is especially visible in the use of narrative form. Modernist texts, though
nonlinear and experimental, often retain a narrative arc or resolution that reflects a deeper
thematic or philosophical coherence. Postmodern narratives are typically discontinuous,

fragmented, and open-ended, challenging the reader’s desire for closure or unity.

In terms of authorial voice, modernist writers might hide or complicate the narrator’s
presence, seeking psychological realism or deeper subjectivity. Postmodern authors, on the other
hand, often adopt intrusive, self-conscious narrators who foreground their role in shaping the
story. These narrators might break the fourth wall, question their authority, or expose the

constructed nature of the narrative.

The structure of modernist works is experimental but still purposeful, there is often a
sense of aesthetic order behind the formal innovation. Postmodern structures are often
deliberately disrupted, illogical, or parodic, refusing to adhere to traditional literary conventions

or narrative expectations.

The tone also shifts markedly. Where modernist literature tends toward seriousness and
tragedy, postmodern works are frequently marked by irony, parody, and playful irreverence. The
emotional register of postmodernism is not one of mourning the loss of order, but one of

acknowledging, even celebrating, the impossibility of fixed meaning.

Finally, temporality in modernist literature is shaped by subjective time; fluid, non-linear,
but still anchored in human consciousness. Postmodern texts often collapse or distort time
entirely, combining historical eras, anachronisms, or simultaneous timelines in ways that

undermine temporal logic and historical realism.
11.3 Key Themes and Characteristics of Postmodern Literature

Postmodern fiction can be identified through a cluster of recurring features and
techniques. These are not rigidly prescriptive but serve as conceptual markers for interpreting

postmodern texts:



11.3.1 Irony and Parody

Postmodern texts often draw attention to themselves through ironic detachment and parodic
imitation. Parody becomes a tool for critique, particularly of canonical genres, ideologies, or

historical periods, without fully disavowing the value of what is parodied.

e Linda Hutcheon terms this phenomenon “complicit critique” in A Poetics of
Postmodernism (1988), emphasizing how parody allows writers to engage with and

subvert traditional narratives simultaneously.
11.3.2 Self-Reflexivity and Metafiction

Metafiction, as defined by Patricia Waugh, is fiction that “draws attention to its status as
an artifact to pose questions about the relationship between fiction and reality.” Postmodern
novels often break the illusion of realism by having narrators directly address readers, comment

on the construction of the story, or interrupt the narrative flow.

Example: In John Fowles’s The French Lieutenant’s Woman, the narrator not only comments on

the plot but also enters the story, acknowledging the text’s fictiveness.
11.3.3 Pastiche

Postmodernism embraces pastiche; a collage-like blending of styles, genres, and voices
without hierarchical valuation. Unlike parody, pastiche is less critical and more celebratory,

highlighting the loss of originality in a culture saturated by simulation.
11.3.4 Intertextuality

Texts reference and echo other texts, suggesting that literature exists within a web of
ongoing dialogue. Postmodern fiction often blurs the line between originality and citation,

drawing attention to the interdependence of cultural production.
11.3.5 Ontological Uncertainty

Whereas Modernist fiction is concerned with epistemological questions (How do we
know what we know?), Postmodernism foregrounds ontological questions: What is real? What
constitutes reality? Fiction often becomes indistinguishable from reality within the world of the

narrative.



11.4 Core Features
11.4.1 Fragmentation

Postmodern fiction typically abandons linear storytelling and embraces discontinuous plots,
nonlinear temporality, and disjointed narrative structures. Fragmentation mirrors the

disintegration of shared meaning and coherent identity.

o This can be seen in the form of multiple perspectives, shifting timeframes, unreliable

narrators, and montage-like structures.
11.4.2 Metafiction

A hallmark of postmodern writing, metafiction exposes the artifice of fiction itself. Authors
insert themselves into the text, characters become aware of their fictional status, and the

boundary between author, narrator, and reader collapses.

o In The French Lieutenant'’s Woman, Fowles’s narrator reminds us that the characters are

imaginary and that he, the author, controls their fates, or does he?
11.4.3 Narrative Indeterminacy

Postmodern narratives often resist resolution. Endings may be ambiguous, contradictory, or
multiple, reflecting the instability of meaning and the belief that interpretation is always

provisional and participatory.

o This is not mere literary trickery but a deliberate philosophical stance that insists meaning

is not fixed but constructed, a collaborative process between text and reader.

Postmodernism in literature marks a profound transformation in narrative theory, aesthetics,
and cultural representation. It is characterized not only by its experimental form but also by its
skepticism of authority, rejection of universal truths, and emphasis on plurality and play. As we
examine John Fowles’s The French Lieutenant’s Woman, we will see how these postmodern
features function not in isolation but as a network of interrelated strategies that challenge the
reader’s expectations, blur the boundaries between fiction and reality, and invite active

engagement in meaning-making.

Part I1. Background on The French Lieutenant’s Woman



John Fowles’s The French Lieutenant’s Woman, published in 1969, stands as a
paradigmatic example of postmodern historical fiction, often described as a neo-Victorian novel.
While it is set in the 1860s, during the height of Victorian England’s imperial and moral
authority, it is fundamentally a product of the late 20th century, deeply engaged with the
intellectual, cultural, and literary concerns of its own time. This temporal duality is central to the
novel’s aesthetic and philosophical design: it invites readers to reflect not only on the Victorian

past but also on how the present interprets, reconstructs, and problematizes that past.
11.5 Neo-Victorian Novel: Imitation and Critique

Fowles’s novel can be read as a double-voiced text, one that both mimics and critiques
the conventions of the 19th-century realist novel. At the level of plot and characterization, The
French Lieutenant’s Woman resembles a traditional Victorian romance, complete with a
gentleman protagonist (Charles Smithson), a fallen woman (Sarah Woodruff), and concerns with
class, gender, and propriety. The novel deploys pastoral landscapes, domestic settings, and social

dilemmas reminiscent of writers like Thomas Hardy, George Eliot, and Charles Dickens.

However, while the novel adopts the external form of Victorian fiction, it simultaneously
deconstructs its ideological underpinnings. Through anachronistic commentary and metafictional
devices, Fowles interrogates the deterministic moralism, gender roles, and social hierarchies that
undergird the 19th-century novel. The narrative structure does not simply recreate Victorian
England; it reflects critically on it, highlighting the constructedness of historical representation

and questioning the assumptions that traditional realist fiction often naturalized.

In this way, the novel exemplifies what Linda Hutcheon refers to as historiographic
metafiction; a form of postmodern narrative that blends historical inquiry with metafictional self-
awareness. Rather than providing a seamless immersion in the past, Fowles continually
destabilizes the historical illusion, reminding readers that what they are reading is a retrospective

fabrication, not a transparent window into Victorian life.
11.6 Intellectual Intertextuality: Darwin, Marx, and Existentialism

The novel is also deeply intertextual, drawing upon and dialoguing with a wide range of
19th- and 20th-century intellectual discourses. This intertextual layering enhances the complexity

of the novel’s engagement with historical and philosophical themes.



e Charles Darwin: The narrative frequently alludes to Darwinian evolutionary theory,
especially through Charles Smithson, who is described as an amateur paleontologist. The
presence of Darwinian ideas underscores the tension between religious orthodoxy and
emerging scientific rationalism in Victorian society. It also parallels Charles’s personal
evolution, or devolution, within the plot. Evolution becomes a metaphor not only for

natural history but for social and ideological change.

o Karl Marx: The novel’s awareness of class struggle and economic determinism reflects
Marxist thought, particularly in its depiction of rigid class structures, labor exploitation,
and the commodification of marriage. Ernestina’s merchant-class background, Charles’s
aristocratic anxieties, and Sarah’s economic vulnerability all highlight the social

mechanics of power, property, and class mobility.

o Existentialist Philosophy: Though set in the 1860s, the novel is infused with
existentialist concerns, particularly through the characterization of Sarah Woodruff. She
resists definition, refuses social labels, and acts according to her own sense of
authenticity. Sarah’s refusal to conform can be interpreted through Sartrean or
Heideggerian frameworks of freedom, choice, and being. Her enigmatic identity and
conscious rejection of Victorian morality position her as a kind of existential heroine, one

who asserts her agency against deterministic social forces.

This interplay of historical and philosophical references lends the novel multi-layered depth,
inviting readers to consider how ideas shape narrative and how fiction can serve as a forum for

philosophical exploration.
11.7 The Metafictional Voice and Reader Destabilization

One of the most radical aspects of The French Lieutenant’s Woman is its metafictional
narration, a hallmark of postmodern literature. The narrator is not an invisible omniscient
presence, as in traditional Victorian fiction, but a self-aware, intrusive, and sometimes ironic
commentator who directly addresses the reader, reflects on the characters’ autonomy, and

comments on the narrative choices being made.

This narrator questions the reliability and authority of storytelling itself. For instance,

Fowles writes, "This story I am telling is all imagination. These characters I create never existed



outside my own mind." Such explicit narrative interruptions break the illusion of reality,
exposing the novel’s fictionality and making the reader aware of the constructed nature of all
narratives, particularly historical ones. The narrator even appears as a character in the story,
riding the same train as Charles and flipping a coin to decide the outcome of the plot. This bold
move collapses the boundaries between author, narrator, and character, highlighting the

contingency of fiction and undermining the conventional authority of the author.

Moreover, the novel famously includes multiple endings, allowing readers to choose or
interpret between different narrative resolutions. This narrative indeterminacy undermines
closure and reinforces the postmodern notion that meaning is not imposed by the author but co-
created by the reader. It compels readers to recognize their own role in the interpretive process

and to accept the inconclusiveness and instability of narrative meaning.

In sum, The French Lieutenant’s Woman is not merely a historical romance set in the
Victorian age; it is a postmodern reimagining of that genre, one that interrogates its own
narrative techniques, reflects on philosophical discourses, and foregrounds the complexities of
literary representation. Fowles’s novel invites us not to passively consume a story but to engage
critically with how stories are told, who tells them, and what ideologies they reflect or resist. It is
this rich interplay between Victorian mimesis and postmodern critique that makes the novel a

foundational text in the study of postmodern literature.
Part II1. Fowles’s Postmodern Techniques in the Novel

John Fowles’s The French Lieutenant's Woman is widely regarded as a quintessential
example of postmodern fiction, not only because of its content but, more importantly, due to its
formal innovations and narrative strategies. These techniques function to subvert the conventions
of the realist novel, destabilize authorial authority, and foreground the active role of the reader in
meaning-making. Central to Fowles’s postmodernism are his use of intrusive narration, shifting
perspectives, and multiple endings, each of which exemplifies key postmodern themes such as

fragmentation, metafiction, narrative indeterminacy, and epistemological skepticism.
11.8 Intrusive Narration

Perhaps the most conspicuously postmodern feature of The French Lieutenant's Woman is

its intrusive narrator, a self-reflexive voice that constantly reminds the reader of the fictionality



of the text. This narrator is not hidden behind the scenes but steps forward to comment on the
characters, interpret their actions, speculate on alternative plotlines, and even question his own
role as a creator. Such a narrator interrupts the illusion of a self-contained story and shatters the

“fourth wall,” drawing attention to the novel as an artificial construct.

The narrator famously declares, “This story I am telling is all imagination.” This
assertion, made directly to the reader, underlines the novel’s status as metafiction, a text that lays
bare its own fictionality. The narrator is not a god-like omniscient presence who claims to know
and control all, but a contingent, experimental voice who acknowledges the limitations of
narrative authority and the constructed nature of characters. In one chapter, the narrator even
admits to flipping a coin to determine the characters' fates, thus undermining the traditional idea

of authorial intentionality and narrative determinism.

Moreover, the narrator frequently comments on the literary conventions he is both
employing and mocking. For instance, he critiques the moralizing tendencies of the Victorian
novel, its rigid gender codes, and its expectations of narrative closure. By doing so, Fowles
exposes the ideological frameworks that underlie narrative traditions and invites readers to

question how those frameworks shape both fiction and real-world perceptions.

This technique resonates with Patricia Waugh’s definition of metafiction as fiction that
“self-consciously reflects upon its own processes of composition, production, and reception.”
Fowles’s narrator becomes a meta-author, dramatizing the very process of storytelling while

simultaneously resisting the authority that realist novelists often claim.
11.9 Shifting Perspectives

In tandem with its metafictional narration, the novel deploys shifting perspectives or
variable focalization. While Charles Smithson is ostensibly the novel’s central consciousness,
Fowles frequently reorients the narrative lens to Sarah Woodruff, the narrator himself, and even
minor characters. This narrative strategy highlights the subjectivity and multiplicity of perception
and undermines the notion that there can be a single, unified account of events or character

motivations.

By refracting the narrative through multiple lenses, Fowles destabilizes the coherence and

linearity that realist fiction often seeks to preserve. For example, when focalization shifts to



Sarah, the reader is exposed to a different interpretive register; one defined not by Charles’s
Victorian masculine rationalism but by Sarah’s opacity, agency, and resistance to definition. She
is at times rendered inscrutable, and the narrator explicitly refrains from penetrating her
consciousness in certain key moments. This narrative withholding challenges the epistemological
foundation of omniscient narration and reinforces the idea that truth is plural, fragmented, and

elusive.

Such perspectival instability echoes the poststructuralist critique of essentialist
knowledge, particularly as advanced by theorists such as Michel Foucault and Jean-Frangois
Lyotard. For Lyotard, postmodernism arises from “incredulity toward metanarratives”; that is,
skepticism toward overarching, universal explanations of history, identity, or meaning. In
Fowles’s novel, no single perspective is granted epistemological privilege; rather, the shifting

perspectives reflect a deep suspicion of fixed interpretive authority.

In addition, the shifting focalization invites the reader to be constantly alert and
evaluative, resisting the passivity encouraged by the omniscient narrator in classical realism. It
positions the reader within a multiplicity of consciousnesses, creating a dynamic reading

experience that is as much about interpretation as it is about narration.
11.10 Multiple Endings

One of the most famously subversive postmodern elements in The French Lieutenant s
Woman is its use of three alternative endings. Rather than offering a single, conclusive
resolution, as is typical of the Victorian novel, Fowles presents a multiplicity of possible
conclusions. The first ending suggests a reconciliation between Charles and Ernestina, the
second hints at a romantic reunion between Charles and Sarah, while the third, most ambiguous

ending, portrays a final separation between the two protagonists.

This narrative decision is not a mere gimmick; rather, it serves a profound postmodern
critique of the illusion of closure and narrative determinism. By refusing to endorse a definitive
conclusion, Fowles forces readers to confront the artificiality of endings, and by extension, the
constructed nature of narrative form. Each ending reveals a different ideological possibility;
patriarchal restoration, romantic fulfillment, existential estrangement, but Fowles withholds the

authority to determine which is “true.”



In this way, the multiple endings serve to deconstruct the narrative teleology that governs
traditional fiction, especially the 19th-century novel that typically ends in marriage, punishment,
or moral resolution. They reject the idea that meaning is singular or that stories must arrive at a
stable point of moral or emotional equilibrium. Instead, the novel aligns with what Umberto Eco

calls the “open work”: a text that invites multiple interpretations and resists closure.
Part IV. Deconstructing the Victorian Novel

Fowles’s The French Lieutenant’s Woman functions not only as a narrative situated in the
19th century but also as a deliberate and playful deconstruction of the Victorian novel form.
Through techniques of parody, irony, and intertextuality, Fowles engages with the conventions of
realism, morality, gender roles, and narrative authority central to Victorian literature. Yet rather
than merely imitating the past, Fowles uses pastiche as a postmodern mode of critical

engagement, exposing the ideological underpinnings of 19th-century fiction and its limitations.
11.12 Parody and Irony: Subverting Victorian Conventions

Fowles’s engagement with the Victorian novel begins with stylistic mimicry: his prose
frequently echoes the rhetorical flourishes, syntactic structures, and moral tone of authors such as
Thomas Hardy, George Eliot, and the Bronté sisters. His narrator opens with observational
detachment, introduces omniscient exposition, and draws attention to the social hierarchies and
moral dilemmas that were staples of Victorian realism. However, this imitation is not reverent

but parodic, imbued with irony and critical distance.

Linda Hutcheon, in 4 Theory of Parody, describes parody not simply as mockery but as
“repetition with critical distance.” Fowles’s use of parody reveals precisely this tension between
homage and critique. He reconstructs Victorian settings and social mores, such as the rigid class
system, gender prescriptions, and scientific determinism, only to destabilize them. For example,
while Charles Smithson may resemble the prototypical Victorian gentleman-scientist, his
increasing existential uncertainty and social alienation ultimately critique the very ideals he

seems to embody.

This ironic engagement also extends to gender norms. Sarah Woodruff, or "the French
Lieutenant’s Woman," appears at first as the stereotypical “fallen woman” of Victorian fiction;

akin to Tess Durbeyfield or Maggie Tulliver. But rather than being defined by her victimhood,



Sarah repeatedly refuses the roles assigned to her by Charles, society, and even the narrator. She
becomes an agent of unpredictability, whose actions refuse easy psychological or moral
interpretation. In doing so, Fowles parodies Victorian determinism; the idea that character and
fate are shaped by class, gender, and biology while offering a proto-feminist alternative rooted in

ambiguity and choice.

The tone of the novel further accentuates this ironic distance. The narrator’s frequent
winks to the reader, along with overt declarations of fictional manipulation (e.g., “I am the
novelist. I could have let them live happily ever after”’), undermine the moral earnestness of the
Victorian narrative voice, replacing it with postmodern skepticism and play. The novel doesn’t

merely retell a Victorian story; it calls attention to the ideological work of storytelling itself.
11.13 Intertextual Play: Literary Allusions and Historical Questioning

Another crucial postmodern strategy employed by Fowles is intertextuality, the deliberate
referencing of earlier texts not to validate them, but to engage in a critical dialogue with them.
Throughout The French Lieutenant's Woman, Fowles alludes to canonical Victorian authors such
as Hardy, Eliot, and the Brontés, weaving their themes and narrative patterns into his own work,

but always with a metafictional twist.

For instance, the bleakness of Lyme Regis and the fatalistic tone surrounding Sarah’s
exile echo the settings and mood of Hardy’s novels, particularly 7ess of the d’Urbervilles and
The Return of the Native. Yet where Hardy’s characters are often trapped by fate or social law,
Fowles gives Sarah a degree of narrative and existential freedom that resists such determinism.
Similarly, Fowles’s treatment of scientific thought, especially Darwinian evolution, draws from
the intellectual backdrop of George Eliot’s realism, but instead of embracing rational coherence,

Fowles foregrounds epistemological uncertainty.

Intertextuality also enables Fowles to question the truth-claims of historical fiction. By
embedding these references within a self-conscious narrative, he draws attention to the
constructedness of both literature and history. As Hayden White argues, historical narratives are
never neutral but shaped by narrative forms and ideological assumptions. Fowles’s novel, while

filled with historical detail, refuses to offer a unified or authoritative picture of the Victorian past.



Instead, it presents a pastiche of historical possibilities, filtered through contemporary concerns

about gender, identity, and authorship.

This historical double vision, looking both backward and forward, creates a productive
tension. Readers are asked to read the past not as a finished, knowable entity, but as a space of
reconstruction, contradiction, and interpretation. The Victorian novel is thus not only revived but

reimagined, interrogated, and, in many ways, unraveled.

In Chapter 13, the narrator declares, “The novelist is still a god, since he creates... But he
is now a god in a sense that does not contradict the freedom of his creatures.” This statement
simultaneously echoes and undercuts the omnipotence of the Victorian novelist. While claiming
divine authority, the narrator immediately problematizes that authority by invoking the freedom
of fictional characters, a notion deeply influenced by existential and postmodern thought. Here,
Fowles is critiquing the illusion of narrative determinism and suggesting that meaning in fiction,
as in life, is not imposed from above but emerges through contingency, interpretation, and

choice.

By parodying and ironizing the very genre it emulates, and by weaving intertextuality
with reflexivity, The French Lieutenant’s Woman performs a sophisticated deconstruction of the
Victorian novel. It exposes the ideological frameworks that govern traditional narratives,
including those related to gender, class, science, and morality, and replaces them with a
postmodern vision of pluralism, ambiguity, and self-conscious artifice. Fowles's work thus
becomes a space not only of storytelling, but of critical literary historiography, where past forms

are not preserved but interrogated, revised, and reimagined.

Part V. Reader Participation and Narrative Openness

In The French Lieutenant’s Woman, John Fowles masterfully dissolves the traditional
boundaries between author, text, and reader, enacting one of the key tenets of postmodern
literary theory: the rejection of fixed meaning and the elevation of the reader as an interpretive
agent. This section explores how the novel fosters an environment of narrative openness and
reader participation, aligning with poststructuralist and postmodern literary principles,

particularly those developed by theorists such as Roland Barthes and Wolfgang Iser.



11.14 The Reader as Co-Creator of Meaning

Fowles’s novel deliberately resists narrative closure, most notably through its multiple
endings, open character motivations, and metafictional interjections. Rather than delivering a
singular, authoritative account, as typical of the 19th-century realist novel, The French
Lieutenant’s Woman demands that readers engage with the text actively, interrogating not only

the events within the story but also the mechanics of storytelling itself.

This active engagement aligns with Roland Barthes’s famous essay The Death of the
Author (1967), which argues that meaning is not a function of authorial intent but is generated at
the site of the reader’s encounter with the text. Fowles dramatizes this idea by withdrawing
narrative authority, refusing to grant readers the comfort of a definitive ending. Instead, he offers
three alternative conclusions, each with its own philosophical and emotional resonances, thereby
implicating the reader in the act of choosing or contemplating which version feels “true” or most

justified.

In this way, the novel encourages interpretive pluralism; a recognition that meaning is not
singular, hierarchical, or final, but rather fluid, contextual, and dialogic. Readers are pushed to
not only reflect on the plot but to think meta-critically about why they prefer one resolution over
another, and what that preference might reveal about their own ideological leanings or narrative

expectations.

11.15 Narrative Openness and Epistemological Indeterminacy

The novel's open-ended structure, which withholds definitive moral or emotional closure
mirrors the postmodern skepticism toward metanarratives, as theorized by Jean-Frangois Lyotard
in The Postmodern Condition (1979). Lyotard argues that postmodernism arises from a distrust
in overarching explanatory systems (such as religion, science, or historical progress) that purport
to offer universal truths. Fowles applies this philosophical posture to narrative itself: by refusing
to grant his story a conclusive ending, he dramatizes the inaccessibility of final truths, both in

fiction and in life.



For example, the reader is never told definitively who Sarah really is; is she a proto-
feminist figure of independence and resistance, or a manipulative enigma playing on Victorian
notions of transgression and power? This ontological ambiguity invites diverse interpretations,
none of which are fully endorsed or denied by the narrator. It is a radical departure from the
omniscient certainty of Victorian narration and an embrace of epistemological instability, a

hallmark of postmodern fiction.

Moreover, by crafting a narrator who is both inside and outside the story, Fowles blurs
the boundaries between fiction and reality, foregrounding the constructedness of narrative and
inviting readers to examine their own role in meaning-making. This reflexivity draws on Patricia
Waugh’s definition of metafiction, fiction that "self-consciously draws attention to its status as

an artefact", further emphasizing the dialogue between reader, text, and author.
11.16 The Reader’s Ethical and Philosophical Role

Fowles not only hands interpretive power to the reader but also makes that responsibility
ethically and philosophically significant. Choosing between endings is not a neutral act; it is a
test of the reader's ethical values, emotional intelligence, and ideological investments. Does the
reader favor the neat reconciliation with Ernestina (an endorsement of Victorian respectability),
the romantic reunion with Sarah (a fantasy of love and redemption), or the bleak yet ambiguous

third ending (a modernist/postmodern confrontation with freedom, loss, and unknowability)?

In doing so, Fowles echoes the existentialist ethics of Jean-Paul Sartre and Simone de
Beauvoir, both of whom emphasized the burden and dignity of choice. By creating characters
who refuse to be pinned down by deterministic social scripts, and by refusing to pin down the
narrative itself, Fowles suggests that readers must likewise participate in the creation of meaning,

and in accepting the consequences of their interpretive acts.
Part VI. Theoretical Connections in The French Lieutenant’s Woman

This part shows how John Fowles’s novel exemplifies key postmodern theories. Linda
Hutcheon’s concept of historiographic metafiction highlights how the novel blends fictional

invention with critical engagement in historical representation, portraying the past not as



objective fact but as a construct. Through self-aware narration and anachronisms, Fowles
questions the authority and authenticity of historical narratives. Patricia Waugh’s theory of
metafiction explains how the novel exposes its fictionality, notably through direct narrator
commentary and multiple endings, challenging the illusion of authorial control and the
boundaries between fiction and reality. Jean-Frangois Lyotard’s notion of incredulity toward
metanarratives is reflected in the novel’s rejection of grand narratives like romantic destiny or
moral progress. Instead, Fowles offers fragmented, contradictory conclusions that emphasize

ambiguity, plurality, and the instability of meaning; hallmarks of postmodern thought.

Conclusion

As we wrap up our study of The French Lieutenant’s Woman, it is evident that Fowles’s
novel is not just a historical fiction but a powerful example of postmodern experimentation.
Through techniques like intrusive narration, shifting perspectives, and multiple endings, Fowles
breaks the conventions of Victorian realism and highlights the artificiality of storytelling. The
novel refuses singular meaning, asking readers to engage critically with ambiguity and
interpretive openness. Theoretical perspectives from Hutcheon, Waugh, and Lyotard help us
understand how the text challenges historical realism, narrative authority, and ideological
certainty. Ultimately, Fowles turns readers into co-creators of meaning, reshaping how we read

and understand fiction in a postmodern context.

In the next lesson, we will examine The Golden Notebook by Doris Lessing and
Possession by A.S. Byatt: two major works that delve into feminism and postcolonialism,

exploring how gender, identity, and power are constructed in literature and society.

11.17 Creative Evaluation Activity: "Postmodern Rewrite"

Choose a pivotal scene from The French Lieutenant’s Woman and rewrite it using at least
two postmodern techniques, such as metafiction (where the narrator comments on the
storytelling process), multiple perspectives (shifting between characters’ viewpoints), narrative
ambiguity (introducing uncertainty or open endings), or intertextual references (allusions to other
works). After rewriting, present your scene to the class, explaining the techniques you applied

and how they challenge traditional narrative structures.
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