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“There is still a significant amount of confusion about what modernity is and whether 

postmodernity is merely an extension of the self-critique begun in the 

Enlightenment.” Critically examine and assess the validity of this statement using 

your understanding of its terms.

The citation above, from the introduction to Stephen Daniel’s undergraduate sourcebook Contemporary Continental Thought (Daniel 2005), raises two questions regarding the “confusion” identified by its author. 

The first question, easily answered through contextualisation, concerns the “still” in “[t]here is still a significant amount of confusion”. Why “still”? Why does Daniel mark his surprise at the persistence of this confusion? Restored to its completeness as a sentence, the citation begins: “Indeed, despite the explosion of studies on modernity and post-modernity over the last quarter of a century, there is still… .” (2005: 1). Ample evidence at least for the quantitative validity of Daniel’s claim is provided in the six hundred plus pages of Madsen’s bibliography of postmodernism (Madsen 1995), which, while registering  - as does Anderson in his history of the contested concept (Anderson 1994: 3-4) - the initial rumblings over three quarter’s of a century ago, confirms a seismic eruption of such contestation since the mid-1970s.  

This leads into the second (and far more problematic) question raised by Daniel’s citation. For it is not so much the quantity of writing on postmodernity – nor, as will be seen, any specific historical, political, the socio-economic or techno-scientific determinants of such levels of philosophical discharge - but rather their quality, their clarity, which is Daniel’s main concern in his role as an institutionally recognised authority (employed as such by Texas A&M University) on the subject. In his advocacy of undergraduate courses in Continental Philosophy (2005: vii), he claims to have identified at best “significant” confusion, and at worst “carping contempt” (2005: viii) - even (or perhaps particularly) amongst his teaching and research peers - in the (mis)understanding of those concepts of “modernity” and “postmodernity” which Daniel seeks to legitimate. What may this misunderstanding and (particularly with regard to “postmodernity”) hostility be attributed to? 

In part, Daniel concedes, the absence of “consensus” - itself, like “legitimation”, a much contested notion in this field (Finlayson 2005:34-43 and Lyotard 1979:17-20) - may be attributed to the over-burdening of post-modernity’s enthusiastic supporters’ critiques of modernity with “fashionable jargon” (Daniel 2005:1). The problem, however, according to Daniel, goes much deeper: grounding itself in antagonistic identifications of the historical/ahistorical status of the condition of “postmodernity” in relation to “modernity”, the prior existence of which is implied by the prefix “post” in “postmodernity”. However, in Daniel’s view, the disagreements about definitions do not – or rather should not - so much concern historical periodization (including the term “Enlightenment”) but  - as Foucault puts it, seeking to determine the concept of “modernity” in his reflections on Kant’s essay “What is the Enlightenment” (Foucault 1984: 39)  - a fundamental difference of “attitude”. To what extent, then, is Daniel’s “attitude” able to bring order and meaning to the confusion, illuminating the hitherto obfuscated concepts of “modernity” and “postmodernity”, and, in doing so, counter the view that postmodernity is “merely an extension of the self-critique begun in the Enlightenment”?  In particular, what exactly does Daniel mean by “self-critique begun in the Enlightenment”?  What is this continuity between the Enlightenment and postmodernity which Daniel both implies and, apparently, denies?

Firstly, what does Daniel mean by “modernity”?  Immediately prior to the title citation, Daniel dramatically identifies a “nihilistic chasm between philosophy and life” of which “modernity” is both the symptom and the cause. He implies it is at once a process and a product, characterised by a threefold determination, which may be understood to be political and socio-economic (“bourgeois”), ideological (“hegemony of instrumental reason”) and techno-scientific (“technological domination of nature”).   This sounds a promisingly open starting point. However, unlike  (for example) Giddens (1991:14-15) or Harvey (1990: 121-197), Daniel’s exploration of “modernity” does not attend to the socio-economic - nor, like Anderson (1998:87-89), the techno-scientific - but rather focusses exclusively on the ideological: ideological, moreover, in the restricted sense defined by Eagleton as “ideas and beliefs which help to legitimate the interests of a ruling group or class specifically by distortion and dissimulation” (Eagleton 1991: 30). “Modernity”, he thus proposes, can be characterised by “three beliefs”: firstly, that “we know our selves first and most clearly”; secondly, that “history is the progressive summary of the interactions of autonomous, naturally self-interested individuals”; and thirdly, that “an objective world of things is knowable only in terms of our representations or narrations” (2005:1-2). Daniel identifies these three presuppositions (concerning the self, agency and representational epistemology) as “epitomised by the Cartesian cogito” (2005: 5), founding the normative “modern” philosophical “mentality” held responsible for the aforementioned “crisis of nihilism” (and, presumably, for Daniel’s “carping” colleagues) against which (and whom) postmodernity emerges as a “critical” and “emancipating” philosophical attitude or “response”. Oddly, however, as he manoeuvres towards characterising “postmodernity”, despite the implicit diachrony of the word “response”, Daniel continues to deny that the concept may be understood, in terms of historical development, as the “next phase” beyond the modern (2005: 2). “Post” does not, in other words, in this instance, denote chronological sequence.  Why not?

The answer Daniel provides to this question is that to think otherwise would be to “accept the legitimacy of the principle of historical continuity”. To suggest that the postmodern merely “come[s] after” modernity would be to  “privilege the modernist penchant for totalizing pronouncements about history and thought” which the postmodern critique of modernity “disallows” in its “thematiz[ing] of the “discrepancy” between “sensual, political and linguistic experience” and attempts to provide a “transcendental rationale for experience independent from historical or ideological contingencies”(2005: 2).  This response, I feel, is not particularly helpful in bringing to an end the “confusion” surrounding “modernity”. What, it might well first be asked, is so wrong with totalizing pronouncements about history and thought? If by “totalizing” is meant systematic reasoning at a high level of abstraction, it might be said, as Jameson puts it, referring to his own analyses of postmodernism, that such an approach is a “unique” (he might also have said “cognitively ineluctable”) resource for resistance to the “blind fatalities” of the otherwise “ ‘buzzing confusion’ of immediacy” (Jameson 1998:35).  However, setting “totalization” aside - along with its claimed associations with political totalitarianism (Jameson 1998:38) - symptomatic of a further problem in Daniel’s attempt to clarify the concepts of modernity and postmodernity is his uncommented slippage from “modernity” to “modernist”, suggesting that the two terms are unproblematically synonymous. That this is not exactly the case becomes evident on exploring  their relation to the term “modern”.

As writers such as Habermas (1981: 3-5) and Jameson (2002 17-22) have underlined, the term “modern” itself has a long history, emerging in European thought over the millennia following the decline and collapse of the Roman empire at moments when, as Habermas puts it, “ the consciousness of a new epoch formed itself through a renewed relationship to the ancients”, with antiquity providing, in various fields (particularly, but not exclusively, the aesthetic), a model for imitation, at least until the Enlightenment, which marks the rise of a “modernist consciousness” characterised by a scientifically inspired belief in “the infinite progress of knowledge” advancing towards infinite “social and moral betterment” (1981:4).   “Modernist” then, by this definition, concerns an ideological position emerging in a particular historical conjuncture.  Habermas’ argument would thus be an excellent example of what Daniel, presumably by “thematising” his immediate “sensual, political and linguistic experience”, would wish to critique: the “modernist penchant for totalizing pronouncements about history and thought” (2005: 2). This might particularly be so given its derivation from a historical understanding of the Enlightenment grounded, as Robertson (2015:84) and Callinicos (1989:96-104) point out, in the totalising socio-economic analytical frameworks of Marx and Weber.  Nevertheless, Daniel, in his exclusive focus on the ideological in his characterisation of the “modern mentality”, would seem at least to partially align himself with a (dehistoricised) version of the German philosopher’s notion of modernity (Habermas 1997:38-54).  Even if Daniel might not accept Habermas view of “modernity” as an “unfinished project”, he would surely approve of the German’s rejection of what he describes as the three presuppositions of the modern philosophical mentality: Cartesian subjectivity, foundationalism and social atomism (Finlayson 2005:29-30). Such implicit alignment aside, however, Habermas’ and Daniel’s explorations of the term “modernity” and “modernist” are significantly different, not simply because of the (previously mentioned) explicitly historical, socio-political grounding of Habermas’ usage of the former (Finlayson 2005:63-69 and Callinicos 1989:96-104) but also because of his focus, with respect to the relation between modernity and postmodernity, on culture in the limited sense defined by Eagleton as: “its gradual specialisation to the arts [which can] include intellectual activity in general [or] be slimmed down [to] pursuits such as music, painting and literature” (Eagleton 1990:15-16). Eagleton might helpfully have added architecture, for it is this art (in the first architecture Biennale in Venice) which provides the immediate context of Habermas’ defence of the “project of modernity” in his identification of the architecture on show as a manifestation of “postmodernity” presenting itself as “antimodernity” (Habermas 1997:38). In other words, for Habermas, an attack on the broad Enlightenment project of “modernity” has assumed the cultural form of a wholesale rejection, both in principle and practice, of the aesthetics of architectural “modernism”. The terms “modernity” and “modernism/modernist” are thus, undoubtedly, linked, but to suggest that they are synonymous is to overlook (as indeed Daniel does) the specifically aesthetic domain which privileges contrasting aesthetic manifestations of “modernity” and “postmodernity”.

The problem of clarifying the notion of “postmodernity”, particularly in relation to “postmodernism”, seems, indeed, as ubiquitous as Daniel claims.  Even the generally- perhaps jesuitically - precise Eagleton, in his exploration of the illusions of postmodernism, despite initially referring to “postmodernism” as “a form of contemporary culture”, in contrast with “postmodernity”, which is referred to a “specific historical period”, then proceeds, in the very next sentence, to add to the confusion by defining “postmodernity” as “a style of thought which is suspicious of classical notions of truth, reason, identity and objectivity, of the idea of universal progress, of single frameworks [and] grand narratives”( Eagleton:1996:vii): in other words, not a specific historical period, but rather, by his own abovementioned definition, a form of contemporary culture - “intellectual activity in general” (Eagleton 1990:15-16).  In what sense, then, can “postmodernity” be understood as referring to a specific historical period? 

Few, in this respect, are as assertively self-confident as Jameson - whose analyses of postmodernism as the “cultural logic of late capitalism” (Jameson 1991:2) are, like Habermas’, first prompted by architecture (Jameson 1998:11-16 and Anderson 1998:41-42) but, unlike the German’s, ultimately enabled by a Mandelian Marxist analysis of the economic structures of late capitalism (Anderson 1998:72-73). Jameson reminds his readers of the “obvious”:  that “this whole global, yet American, postmodern culture is the internal and superstructural expression of a whole new wave of American military and economic domination throughout the world [and that] as throughout class history, the underside of culture is blood, torture, death, and terror” (1991: 5). Such a rhetorically hostile, symptomatic reading of postmodern culture (not just art but “intellectual activity in general”) from an economic base seems startlingly at odds with Daniel’s advocacy of the postmodern mentality as one which is, through its intellectual activity, determined to reveal “the manipulative institutions and social structures embedded in modernist practices”, and, through unmasking “the forms of political power that shape the cognitive vocabulary of truth”, offer resistance to the “inherently egoistic, possessive, and domineering aspects of Western individualism and European humanism” (Daniel:2005:3-4): startlingly at odds, indeed,  except in the shared moral earnestness of both writers’ evident abhorrence for injustice and oppression. Herein, too, may be identified one source of the continuity between Enlightenment and postmodernity which Daniel, in the title statement, implicitly denies: that political continuity described by Rorty as the unfinished emancipatory project of  “a world without caste, class or cruelty [with] maximal freedom and minimal humiliation” (Rorty 2001:19).  

Why, then, if, as he implies (Daniel 2005:8), Daniel is against Rorty’s “thugs and bullies” (Rorty 2001:23), does he position himself in opposition to modernity as an unfinished project? Why does he reject the view that postmodernity is “merely an extension of the self-critique begun in the Enlightenment”? The answer perhaps lies in the somewhat elusive meaning of “self-critique”. In so far as Daniel views the “Cartesian cogito” as “epitomising” the modern mentality (Daniel 2005:5), it is possible that he regards Descartes’ Meditations on First Philosophy as a “self-critique” in the sense that its author focuses his critical faculties on demolishing his old “self” – constituted by the “large number of falsehoods that [he] had accepted as true in [his] childhood [and] the whole edifice that [he] had subsequently based on them” (Descartes 1996: 17).  The “self-critique”, in other words, involves a stripping away of layers of epistemologically unverifiable beliefs and opinions imposed by institutional authorities and traditions. But if this were the case, Daniel’s position could be easily assimilated with the second continuity identified by Rorty between the Enlightenment and the postmodern: an unfinished philosophical project in which the critical approach of Enlightenment thinkers (not, obviously, including Descartes) towards religion, superstition and socio-political feudalism is viewed as having been “on the right track” but not having gone “far enough” in extending their critique to challenge the shibboleths of “Nature, Reason and Truth” (Rorty 2001:19). Why then does Daniel deny such a continuity of critical spirit or “attitude” between the Enlightenment and postmodernity?

For Daniel, a fundamental schism between modernity and postmodernity lies in their contrasting understanding of “Self”. For him, the “self-critique” which concludes in the “Cartesian cogito” does not (in Rorty’s words) “go far enough”, thereby founding the Self of modernity: a “[s]elf-assured and self-authorizing” perceiving subject that claims to grasp the world from a “privileged stance” (Daniel: 2005:5). The postmodern self, in contrast, has no such stance. It is in postmodernity’s “unmasking” - for example through Lacanian psychoanalysis or Foucaultian genealogies of power - of the formation of the modern subject as “no more than an alibi legitimized by tradition, ideological commitments, and dominant economic interests” that its emancipatory potential is said to lie (Daniel 2005:8).  In this respect, too, it is difficult to understand why Daniel dissociates postmodernity from the continuities with the Enlightenment identified by Rorty. 

In conclusion, in my view, Daniel, far from resolving the confusion surrounding “modernity” and its relation to “postmodernity”, may actually contribute to it. His restricted focus on “modernity” as a philosophical ideology to the exclusion on the one hand of its socio-political, economic and techno-scientific context - the “modern” condition in its broadest sense – and on the other hand of its more specifically aesthetic cultural context (“modernism”) is both limiting and surprising given his professed admiration for continental philosophy’s “essentially historical” approach to the subject. This is not, however, in itself confusing; nor, in itself, though equally restricting, is his (ahistorical) politicised representation of “postmodernity” as “not really a theory” as much as a “concern” for “revealing” the “manipulative institutions and social structures […] embedded in modernist practices” (Daniel 2005:3). It is, however, considerably more confusing to read in the very next sentence that “[p]ostmodernity is the condition that allows us to analyse and critique that form of rationality which associates reason with an autonomous (implicitly male) transcendental subject capable of identifying truth in ontological terms”(2005:3). The confusion lies not in the object of analysis and critique (controversial though this may be for some of Daniel’s carping colleagues), but rather in the description of “postmodernity” as the “condition” which “allows” this analysis and critique. This is confusing for two reasons: firstly, because the reference to a postmodern “condition” implies a broad comparison with the “modern” condition, embracing the socio-political, economic and techno-scientific as well as the aesthetic; and secondly, because, taken in a narrower sense, the ideological “condition” that “allows” such a postmodern critique, which “legitimates” it - for example in a faculty of philosophy at Texas A&M University – is presumably neither “postmodern” (otherwise “legitimation” would not be an issue) nor “modern”, for if it were so, according to Daniel’s definition, it would be policing its teaching posts with a “violent imposition of regularity in discourse” (2005:8). If - as Continental philosophers are praised by Daniel for doing – the practice of philosophy must recognise itself as “historically and culturally embedded” (2005:1), Daniel’s ideological critique of “modernity” and analysis of “postmodernity” would seem to fall somewhat short in directing attention towards the identification of the historically contingent societies, cultures, economies, technologies, or indeed philosophy faculties, in relation to the understanding of which the usefulness of these concepts might be clarified.             
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