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In Search of the
Postmodern
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2 Postnndern Theory; Critical Interrogatiotxs

In view of the wide range of postmodern disputes, we propose to
explicate and sort out the differences between the most significant
articulations of postmodern theory, ancl to iclentify their central
posi t ions,  ins ights,  and l imi tat ions.  yet ,  as we shal l  see,  there is  no
unified postmodern theory, or even a coherent set of positions.
Rather, one is struck by the diversit ies between thc-oiies often
Iumped together as 'postmodern' and the plurality _ often
conflictual - of postmodern positions. One is erlso struck by the
inadequate and undertheorized notion of the .postmodern, in the
theories which adopt, or are identif iecl in. such terms. To clarify
some of the key words within the family of concepts of the
postmodern, it is useful to distinguish between the discourses of
the modern and the postmodern (see Featherstone lggg).

To begin, we might distinguish between .modernitv' conceptual_
ized as the modern age and'postmodernity,as an epochal term for
describing the period which allegedly follows moderniry. There
are many discourses of modernity, as there would later be of
postmodernity, and the term refers to a variety of economic,
polit ical, social, and cultural transformations. Modernitv. as
theor ized by Marx,  Weber,  and others,  is  a h is tor ica l  per io<Jiz ing
term rvhich refers to the epoch that follows the ,Middle Ages' or
feudalism. For some, modernity is opposed to traditional societies
and is characterized by innovation, novelty, and <lynamism (Ber-
man 1982). The theoretical discourses of modernity from Des-
cartes through the Enlightenment and its progeny championed
reason as the source of progress in knowledge and society, as well
as the privileged locus of truth and the foundation of systematic
knowledge. Reason was deemecl competent to discover adequate
theoretical and practical norms upon which systems of thought and
action could be built and society could be restructured. This
Enlightenment project is also operative in the American, French,
and other democratic revolutions which attempted to overturn the
Ieudal world and to produce a just and egalitarian social order that
would embody reason and social progress (Toulmin 1990).

Aesthetic modernity ernerged in the new avant-garde moclernist
movements and bohemian subcultures, which rebellecl asainst the
al ienat ing aspects of  industr ia l izat ion and rat ional izat ion,  whi te
seeking to transform culture and to find creative self-realization in
art. Modernity entered everydav l ife through the dissemination of
modern art, the products of consunter society, new technologies,
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and new rnodes of transportation and contmunication. The
dynamics by which modernity produced a new industrial and
colonial world can be described as 'nrodernization' - a term
denot ing those processes of  ind iv idual izat ion,  secular izat ion,  in-
dustrialization, cultural differentiation, commodification, urbani-
zation, bureaucratization. and rationalizaticln which together have
constituted the modern world.

Yet the cclnstruction of modernity produced untold suffering
and misery for its victims, ranging from the peasantry, proleterriat,
and artisans oppressed by capitalist industrialization to the exclu-
sion of women from the public sphere, to the genocide of
imper ia l is t  co lonia l izat ion.  Moderni ty  a lso produced a set  of
d isc ip l inary inst i tu t ions.  pract ices,  ancl  d iscourses which legi t i -
rnate its nrodes of domination and control (see our discussion of
Foucaul t  in  Chapter  2) .  The 'd ia lect ic  of  Enl iehtenment '  (Hork-
heimer and Adorno 1972) thus described a process whereby
reason turned into its opposite and modernity's promises of
l iberation masked forms of oppression and dornination. Yet
defenders of  moderni ty  (Habermas 1981,  1987a,  and 1987b) c la im
that it has 'unfulfi l led ootential ' and the resources to ove rcome its
limitations and destructive effects.

Postmodern theorists, however, claim that ir.r t l 're contemporary
high tech media society, emergent processes of charrge and trans-
formation are producing a new postrnodern society and its advo-
cates claim that the era of postmodernity constitutes a novel stage
of history and novel sociocultural formation which requires new
concepts and theories. 

'I 'heorists 
of postmodernity (Baudril lard,

Lyotard, Harvey, etc.) claim that technologies such as computers
and media, new forms of knowledge, and changes in the socio-
economic system are producing a postmodern social formation.
Baudril lard and Lyotard interpret these developments in terms of
novel types of information, knowledge, and technologies, while
neo-Marxist theorists l ike Jameson and Harvey interpret the
postmodern in terms of development of a higher stage of capital-
ism marked by a greater degree of capital penetration and
homogenization across the globe. These processes are also produc-
ing increased cultural fragmentation, changes in the experience of
space and time, and new modes of experience, subjectivity, and
culture. These conditions provide the socioeconomic and cultural
basis for postmodern theory and their analysis provides the per-
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spectives from which postmodern theory can claim to be on the
cutting edge of contemporary developments.

In addi t ion to the d is t inct ion between moderni ty  and post-
modernity in thc field of social theory, the discourse of the
postmodern plays an important role in the field of aesthetics and
cultural theory. Here the debate revolvc's erround distinctions
be twecn  modern i sm i rnd  pos tmodern i sm in  t he  a r t s .2  W i th in  t h i s
d iscoursc.  'modernism'  could be used to c lescr ibe the ar t  move-
ments of the modern age (impressionism, l 'ort portr / 'rrrl, express-
ionism, surreal ism, and other  avant-garc le nrovcnrents) .  whi le
'postrnodcrnism'  can descr ibe those d iverse aesthct ic  fornrs and
pract iccs which come af ter  and break wi th nroc lern ism. These
forms inc lude the archi tecture of  Robcr t  Ventur i  and Phi l ip
Johnson,  the musical  exper ime nts of  John Cage,  the ar t  o f  Warhol
and Rauschenberg,  the novels of  Pynchcln and Bal lard,  and f i lms
like Blade Runner or Blue VeLvet. Debates centre on whethcr there
is or is not a sharp conceptual distincticln hetween modernism and
postmodernism zrnd the rc lat ive mer i ts  and l imi tat ions of  these
movements.

The discourscs of the postmodern also appear in thc field of
theory and focus on the crit ique of modern theory and arguments
for a postmodern rupture in theory. Modern theory ranging
from the philosophical project of Descartes, through the
Enl ightenment ,  to  the socia l  thcory o l 'Conrte,  Marx,  Weber and
others3 - is crit icized for its search for a foundation of knowledge,
for  i ts  universal iz ing and tota l iz ing c la ims.  for  i ts  hubr is  to supply
apodict ic  t ruth,  and for  i ts  a l legedly fa l lac ious rat ional ism. Defen-
clers of modern theory, by contrast, attack postr.rrodern relativism,
i r ra t i ona l i sm.  and  n ih i l i sm .

Morc speci f ica l ly ,  postmodern theorv prov ides a cr i t ique of
representat ion and the nrodern bel ie f  that  thcory nr i r rors real i ty ,
tak ing instead 'perspect iv is t '  and ' re lat iv is t '  posi t ions that  theor ies
at  best  prov ide par t ia l  perspect ives on thei r  objccts,  and that  a l l
cogni t ive representat ions of  the wor ld are h is tor ica l ly  and l inguist ic-
a l ly  mediated.  Some postmodern theory accordingly  re jects the
tota l iz ing macroperspect ives on societv and h is tory favoured by
modern theory in favour of microtheory ernd micropolit ics (Lyotard
1984a).  Postmodern theory a lso re jects modern assumpt ions of
socia l  coherence and not ions of  causal i ty  in  favour of  mul t ip l ic i ty ,
p lura l i ty ,  f ragmentat ion,  and indeterminacy.  In  addi t ion.  post-
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modern theorv abandons the rat ional  and uni f ied subject  postu latcd
by much modern theory in favour of a socially and linguistically
decentred and fragmented subject.

Thus, to avoid conceptual confusion, in this book we shall use
the term 'postnrodernity' to describe the supposed epoch that
foilows modernity, and 'postmodernism' to describe movenlents
and artifacts in the cultural f ield that can be distinguished from
modernis t  movernents.  texts,  and pract ices.  We shal l  a lso d is t in-
guish between 'modern theorv '  and 'postmodern theory ' ,  as wel l
as between 'modern polit ics'which is characterized bv party, parlia-
mentary, or trade union polit ics in opposition to 'postmodern

pol i t ics '  associated wi th local ly  based micropol i t ics that  chal lenge a
broad array of discourses and institutionalized forms of power.

To help clarify and il luminate the confusing and variegated
discourse of the postmodern, we shall f irst provide an archaeology
of  the term, speci fy ing i ts  h is tory,  ear ly  usages.  and conl l ic t i r rg
nteanings ( l . l ) .  Next .  we s i tuer te the development  of  contempor-
ary postmoclern theory in the context of post-1960s France where
the concept of a new postmodern condition became an important
theme by the la te 1970s (1.2) .  And in 1.3 we sketch the problem-
atic of our interrogations of postmodern theory and the perspec-
tives that wil l guide our inquiries throughout this book.

l.l Archaeology of the Postmodern

Our archaeology of postmodern discourse explores the history of
the term in its uneven developrnent within diverse theoretical f ields.
Wc begin by searching for sediments and layers of postmodern
discourses as they have accumulated historically. We thereby use
the term archaeoloey in a brttad and rnetaphorical sense rather
than in Foucault 's technical sense of an analysis that articulates
the rules which constitute and govern a given discourse (see 2.2).
I r r  undertak i r rg such an inqui rv .  one d iscerns that  there are
anticipaticlns of and precursors to ideas and terminology which
gain currency at  a la ter  date.  For  example,  an Engl ish painter ,
John Watk ins Chapman, spoke of  'postmodern paint ing '  around
1870 to designate paint ing that  was a l legcdly more modern and
avant-garde than French impressionis t  paint ing (Higgins 1978:
p.7) .  The term appeared in 1917 in a book by Rudol f  Pannwi tz ,
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Die Krisis der europii ischen Kultur, to describe the nihil ism and
collapse of values in contemporary European culture (cited in
Welsch 1988:  pp.  12-13) .  Fol lowing Nietzsche,  Pannwi tz  des-
cribed the development of new 'postmodern men' who would
incarnate militarist, nationalistic, and elite values - a phenclmenon
soon to emerge with fascism which also called for a break with
modern Western civil ization.

After World War II, the notion of a 'postmodern' break with the
modern age appeared in a one-volume summat ion by D.  C.
Somervell of the first six volumes of Brit ish historian Arnold
Toynbee's A Study of History (1947), and thereafter Toynbee
himself adopted the term, taking up the notion of the postmodern
age in Volumes VIII and IX of his A Study of History (1963a and
1963b; both orig. 19-54). Somervell and Toynbee suggested the
concept  of  a 'post-Modern '  age,  beginning in  1875,  to del ineate a
fourth stage of Western history after the Dark Ages (675-1075),
the Middle Ages (1075-1475).  and the Modern (1475-1875)
(Somervel l  1947:  p.39) .  On th is  account ,  Western c iv i l izat ion had
entered a new transitional period beginning around lB7-5 which
Toynbee termed the 'post-Modern age'. This period constituted a
dramatic mutation and rupture from the previous ntodern age and
was characterized by wars, social turmoil and revolution. Toynbee
described the age as one of anarchy and total relativism. He
characterized the previous modern period as a middle-class
bourgeois era marked by social stabil ity, rationalism. and progress
- a typical bourgeclis middle-class conception of an era marked by
cycles of crisis, war, and revolution. The postmodern age, by
contrast, is a 'Time of Troubles' marked by the collapse of
rationalism and the ethos of the Enlightenment.

Toynbee, however, did not develop a systematic theory of the
new postmodern era and his universalistic philosophy of history
with its notion of historical cycles of the rise and decline of
civil izations, his philosophical idealism. and the religious over-
tones of his analysis would be totally foreign to those who took up
the concept of postmodernity in the contemporary scene. Toyn-
bee's scenario is reminiscent in some ways of Nietzsche's Will to
Power and Spengler's Decline of the West with their diagnosis of
social and cultural nihil ism in the present age. All projected a
historical process of regression combined with different projects of
cultural renewal. All saw the modern age rapidly approaching its
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end and interpreted this as a catastrophe for established traditional
values,  inst i tu t ions,  and forms of  l i fe .

Several historical-sociological notions of a new postmodern age
appeared in the 1950s in the Uni ted States wi th in a var iety  of
disciplines. In his introduction to a popular anthology on Mas.s
Culture, cultural historian Bernard Rosenberg used the term
postmodern to describe the new conditions of l i fe in mass societv
(Rosenberg and White 1957: pp. 4-5). Rosenberg claimed that
certain fundamental changes were taking place in society and
cul ture:

As Toynbee's Great West Wind blows all over the world. which quicklv
gets urbanized and industrializcd, as the birth rate dcclines and tht
population soars, a certain sameness develops cvervwhcre. Clcment
Grccnbcrg can mcaningfu l lv  speak of  a universal  ma.*s cul lure (srr rc ly
something ncw under thc sun) which unites a rcsident of Johanncsburg
with his ncighbors in San Juan, Hong Kong, Moscow, paris. Bogota,
Sydney and Ncw York. African aborigines, such as those recintly
describccl by Richard Wright, leap out of thcir primitive past straight
into the movie house wherc, it is fearcd, thev mav bc mesmcrized l ike
the rcs l  of  us.  F i rs t  bcs icged wi th conrm,r t l i t ies.  postmodern man
himself becomcs an interchangeable part in the wholc cultural proccss.
Whcn hc is momcntarily frccd from his own klrsch. thc Sovict cit izcn
scems to be as tit i l lated as his American counterpart by 1-in pan Allcy's
products. In our timc, the basis for an intcrnational sodalitv of man at
his lowest levcl, as somc would say, appears to have bccn formed
(1957 :  p .4 ) .

Rosenberg describes the ambiguity of the new postmodern
world, its promising and threatening features, and concludes: 'In

short, the postmodern world offers man everything or nothing.
Any rat ional  considerat ion of  the probabi l i t ies leads to a fear  that
he wil l be overtaken by the social furies that already beset him'
(1957:  p.5) .  The same year,  economist  Peter  Drucker  publ ished
The Landmarks of Tomorrow subtit led 'A Report on the New
Post-Modern World' (1957). For Drucker, postmodern society
was roughly ecluivalent to what would later be called 'postindus-

trial society' and Drucker indeed came to identify himself with this
tendency.  In  h is  1957 book,  however,  he argued that :  'At  some
unmarked point  dur ing the Iast  twenty years we impercept ib ly
moved out of the Modern Age and into a new, as yet nameless,
era '  (Drucker  1957:  p.  ix) .  He descr ibes a phi losophical  sh i f t  l rom
the nrodern Cartesian world-view to a 'new universe of pattern,

2
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purpose,  and process ' ;  to  new technologies and power to dominate
nature wi th thei r  resul t ing responsib i l i t ies and dangers;  and to
transformations wrought by the extension of education and know-
ledge.  In the opt imist ic  nrode of  theor is ts  of  the 'post industr ia l

society', Drucker believed that the postmodern world would see
the end of  pover ty  and ignorance,  the decl ine of  the nat ion state,
the end of ideology, and a worldwide process of modernization.

A more negative notion of a new postmodern age emerges in C.
Wright Mills' ?"he Sociological Imagination (1959). Mil ls claims
that :  'We are at  the ending of  what  is  ca l led The Modern Age.  Just
as Antiquity was followed by severzrl centuries of Oriental ascend-
ancy,  which Westerners prov inc ia l ly  ca l l  The Dark Ages,  so now
The Modern Age is being succeeded by a post-modern period'
(1959:  pp.  165-6) .  Mi l ls  bel icved that  'our  basic  def in i t ions of
society and of  se l f  are being over taken by new real i t ies '  and that  i t
is  necessary to conceptual ize the changes tak ing p lace in  order  to
'grasp the outl ine of the new epoch we suppose ourselves to be
cnter ing '  (1959:  p.  166) .  In  conceptual iz ing t ransformat ions of  the
present  s i tuat ion,  he c la imed that  many previous expectat ions and
images, and standard categories of thought and of feeling, are no
longer of use. In particular, he believed that Marxism and liberal-
ism are no longer convincing because both take up thc Enlighten-
ment  bel ie f  in  the inner  conncct ic ln between reason and f reedom.
which holds that increased rationality would produce increased
I ' reedom. By contrast ,  Mi l ls  c la ims that  in  the present  th is  can no
longer bc assumed.

In an analysis close to that of the Frankfurt School, Mil ls points
to some of the ways that increased societal rationalization is
d imin ishing f reedom and he paints the spectre of  a society of
'checr f r - r l  robots '  who might  wel l  c les i re,  or  happi ly  submit  to ,
incre i rsed serv i tude.  Mi l ls .  however,  l ike Toynbee and the other
theor is ts  c i ted,  is  verv nruch a modernis l  ,  g iven to swccping
socio logical  general izat ion.  to ta l iz ing surveys of  socio logy and
history,  and a bc l ie f  in  the power of  thc socio logical  imaginat ion to
i l luminate socia l  real i ty  and to change society.  Consequent ly ,  the
early uses of the term postmodern in social and cultural theory
had not made the conceptual shifts (described in the next section),
which would come to characterize the postmodern turn in theory.

In his 1961 essay, "l 'he Revolution in Western Thought', Huston
Smith (1982),  however,  found that  postmodern conceptual  sh i f ts
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had great ly  af fected contemporary sc ience.  phi losophy,  theologv,
and the ar ts .  For  Smith,  the twent ieth century has brought  a
mutation in Western thought that inaugurates the 'post-modern

rnind'. He describes the transfornration from the modern world-
v iew that  real i ty  is  ordered according to laws that  the human
intell igence can grasp, to the postmodern world-view that rcality
is unordered and ultimately unknowable. He suggests that post-
modern scept ic ism and uncer ta inty  is  only  a t ransi t ion to yet
another  in te l lectual  perspect ive,  one that  hopefu l ly  wi l l  be charac-
ter ized by a mure hol is t ic  and spi r i tua l  out look.

A more systemat ic  and deta i led not ion of  the postmodern age
than is  found in the works ment ioned so far  is  present  in  Br i t ish
historian Geoffrey Barraclough's An Introductk)n to Conternpor-
ary History (1964). Barraclough opens his explorations of the
nature of  contemporary h is tory by c la iming that  the wor ld in  which
we l ive today is  'd i f ferent ,  in  a lmost  a l l  i ts  basic  precondi t ions.
f rom the wor ld in  which Bismarck l ived and d ied '  (196.1:  p.9) .  He
claims tlrat analysis of the underlying structural changes between
the 'o ld wor ld '  and the 'new wor ld '  requi res 'a  nt :w f ramework and
new terms of  referencc '  ( ib id. ) .  Against  theor ies which err rphasize
cc ' 'n t inu i ty  in  h is tory,  Barrac lough argues:  'What  we should look
out  for  as s igni f icant  are the d i f ferences rather  than the s imi l i r r -
i t ies,  the e lements of  d iscc lnt inui ty  rathcr  than the e lcments of
cont inui ty .  In  shor t ,  contemporarv h is tory should be considered as
a d is t inct  per iod of  t ime ,  wi th character is t ics o l  i ts  own which mark
i t  o f f  f rom the preceding pcr iod,  in  much the same way as what  we
cal l  'medieval  h is tory '  is  marked of f  .  .  .  f rom modern h is tory '
(1964:  p.  l2) .  Af ter  d iscussing sonre of  the contours of  the new era,
Barraclough rejects some previc'rus attenrpts to characterize the
current historical situation and then proposes the ternr post-
modern to dcscribe the pericld which follows modern history
(1964:  p.23) .  He dcscr ibes the new age as bc ing const i tu ted bv
revolut ionary developments in  sc ience and technology,  by a neu'
imper ia l ism meet ins res is tance in Thi rd Wor ld revolut ionary
movements,  by the t ransi t ion f rom indiv idual ism to mass society,
and lry a ne:w outlook on the world and new forms of culture.

While the term postmodcrn was occasiclnally used in the 19-10s
and 1950s to c lcscr ibe new forms of  archi tecturc or  poel ry ,  i t  was
not rvidely used in tlre field of cultural theory tc'r clescribe artifacts
that  opposed and/or  camc af ter  moderrn isrn unt i l  the 1960s and
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had greatly afl 'ected contemporary science, philosophy, thecllogy,
and the arts. For Smith, the twentieth century has brought a
mutation in Western thought that inaugurates the 'post-modern

mind' .  He descr ibes the t ransformat ion f rom the modern wor ld-
view that reality is ordered according to laws that the human
inte l l igence can grasp,  to  the postmodern wor ld-v iew that  rca l i ty
is  unordered and u l t imatc ly  unknowable.  He suggests that  post-
modern scept ic ism and uncer ta inty  is  only  a t ransi t ion to yet
another  in te l lectual  perspect ive,  one that  hopefu l ly  wi l l  be charac-
ter ized by a more hol is t ic  and spi r i tua l  out look.

A nrore systematic and detailed notion of the postmodern age
than is  found in the works ment ioned so far  is  present  in  Br i t ish
historian Geoffrey Barraclough's Art Introdltction to Contempor-
ary l l istory (1964). Barraclough opens his explorations of the
na(ure of  contenrporary h is tory by c la iming that  the wor ld in  which
we l ive today is  'd i f ferent ,  in  a lmost  a l l  i ts  basic  precondi t ions,
f rom the wor ld in  wlr ich Bisnrarck l ived and d ied ' (1964:  p.9) .  He
cla ims that  analys is  of  the under ly ing st ructura l  changes between
the 'o lc l  wor ld '  and the 'new wor ld '  requi res 'a  new f ramework and
new terms of  reference'  ( ib id. ) .  Against  theor ies which emphasize
cont inui ty  in  h is tory,  Barrac lough argues:  'What  we should look
out for as significant are the differences rather than the similar-
i t ies,  the e lements of  d iscont inui ty  rather  than the e lements of
cont inui ty .  In  shor t ,  contemporary h is tory should be considered as
a d is t inct  per iod of  t ime,  wi th character is t ics of  i ts  own which nrark
i t  o f f  f rom the preceding per iod,  in  much the same wav as what  we
cal l  'medieval  h is tory '  is  marked of f  .  .  .  f rom modern h is tory '
(1964:  p.  l2) .  Af ter  d iscussing some of  the contours of  the new era,
Barraclough rejects some previous attempts to charetcterize the
current  h is tor ica l  s i tuat ion and then proposes the term post-
modern to describe the period which follows modern history
(1964:  p.23) .  He descr ibes the new age as being const i tu ted by
revolut ionary dcveloprnents in  sc ience and technology,  bv a new
imper ia l ism mcet ing res is tance in Thi rc ' l  Wor ld revolut ionary
movements,  by the t ransi t ion f rom indiv idual ism to mass societv,
and by a new out look on the wor lc l  ancl  new forms of  cu l ture .

Whi le the term postmodern was occasional lv  used in the 19.10s
and l9-50s to descr ibe new forms of  archi tecture or  poetry,  i t  was
not wide Iy used in the l ield of cultural theory to describe artifacts
that  opposed and/or  came af ter  modernisnr  unt i l  the 1960s and
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1970s. During this period, many cultural and social theorists began
discussing radical breaks with the culture of modernism and the
emergence of new postmodern artistic fornrs. Irving Howe (1970;
or ig.  1959) ancl  Harry Levin (1966;  or ig .  1960) were general ly
negative toward the new postmodern culture, which they inter-
preted in  terms of  the decl ine of  Enl ightenment  rat ional ism,
ant i - in te l lectual ism. and loss of  the modernis t  hope that  cu l ture
could advance socia l  change.  For  Susan Sontag (1972),  Lesl ie
Fiedfer (1911), and Ihab Hassan (1971), by contrast, postmodern
culture is a positive developnrent which opposes the oppressive
aspects of modernism and modernity. Expressing her dissatisfac-
tion with modernist f iction and nrodes of interpretation. Sontag's
influential essays from the rnid-1960s celebrated the emergence of
a 'new sensibil i ty' (a term first used by Howe) in culture and the
arts which challenges the rationalist need for content, meaning,
and order .  The new sensib i l i ty ,  by contrast ,  immerses i tse l f  in  the
pleasures of  form and stv le.  pr iv i leg ing an 'erot ics 'of  ar t  over  a
hermeneul ics o[  nreaning.

The 1960s were the period of pop art, f i lm culture, happenings,
multi-media l ight shows and rock concerts, and other new cultural
forms.  For  Sontag.  F iedler ,  and others,  these developments t ran-
scended the l imi tat ions of  prev ious fornrs l ike poetry or  the novel .
Artists in many fields began nixing media and incorpor ating kitsc:h
and popular culture into their aesthetic. Consequently, the new
sensib i l i ty  was more p lura l is t ic  and less scr ious and moral is t ic  than
modernism.

Even more than Sontag,  F iedler  applauded the breakdown of
the high-low art distinction and the appearance of pop art and
mass cul tura l  forms.  In h is  essay 'The New Mutants '  (1971:
pp379-400:- orig. 1964), Fiedler described the emergent culture as
a 'post- '  cu l ture that  re jected t radi t ional  va lues of  Protestant isnr ,
Vic tor ianism, rat ional ism, and humanism. Whi le in  th is  essay he
decries postmodern art and the new youth culture of nihil istic
'post-modernists', he later celebrated postmodernism and saw
positive value in the breakdown of l i terary zrnd cultural tradition.
He proclaimed the death of the avant-garde and modern novel and
the enrergence of new postmodern artforms that effected a 'closing

of the gap' between artist and audience, crit ic and layperson
(Fiedler  1971:  pp.461-85;  or ig .  1970).  Embracing mass cul ture
and decry ing modernis t  e l i t ism, F iedler  ca l lcd for  a new post-

;jsk,/ r .
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modern cr i t ic ism that  abandons formal ism, real ism, and h ighbrow
pretent iousncss,  in  favour c l f  analys is  of  the subject ive response of
the reader wi th in a psychological ,  soc ia l ,  and h is tor ica l  context .

But the most prolif ic cclebration and popularization of l i terary
postrnodernism was carr ied through by Hassan,  who publ ishccl  a
ser ies of  d iscussions of  postmodcrn l i terature and thought  (191 l ,
1911),1981) -  a l though he has recent lv  t r ied to d is tance h imsel f
f ronr  the term on the grouncls that  i t  is  inadequate and that  we are
bevond even postmodernism (Hassan 1987:  pp.  x i -xv i i ) .  In  a body
of  work which is  i tse l f  o f ten postmodern in  i ts  non- l inear .  p layfu l ,
assenrblage- l ike sty le that  constructs a past iche text  cornpr ised
largely of  quotat ions and namc-drc lpping,  Hassan character izes
postmodernism as a 'decisivc historical mutation' from industrial
capitalism ancl Western categories ancl values. He reacls post-
modern l i terature as symptomat ic  of  the changes occurr ing
throughout  Wcstern soci ty .  The new 'ant i - l i terature '  or ' l i terature
of  s i lence'  is  character ized by a ' revuls ion against  the Western sel f '
(Hassan 1987:  p.5)  and Western c iv i l izat ion in  generzr l .

Postmodern forms in l i terature,  poctry ,  paint ing,  and archi tec-
ture cont inued dcveloping in  the 1970s and 1980s and were
accompanied t 'ry a proliferation of postnrodern discourses in the
ar ts .  In  archi tecture,  thcre were st rong rcact ions against  the pur i ty
and formal ism of  the h igh modern sty lc .  The utopian dreams of
archi tects l ike '  Le Corbusier  to  cnginecr  a bet ter  wor ld through
archi tecture were bel ied in  s ter i le  skyscrapers and condemned
urbzrn housing projects. Charles Jencks' influential book, ?'/ze
Lurrguage of Modern Architecture (1917). celebrated a new post-
modern stv le basecl  on ec lect ic ism and popul ism, and helped to
disseminate the concept  of  the postmodern.

Against  nrodernis t  va lues of  ser iousness,  pur i ty ,  and indiv idu-
a l i ty ,  postmodern ar t  exhib i ts  a new insouciernce,  a new playfu l -
ness, and a new eclecticism. The elements of socic'rpolit ical crit iquc
character is t ic  of  the h is tor ica l  avant-garde (Burger  1984) and
clesire fclr radicallv new art forms are replaced by pastiche,
quotat ion and p lay wi th past  forms,  i rony,  cynic ism, commercia l -
ism. and in some cases downr ight  n ih i l ism. Whi le the pol i t ica l
avant-garc le of  the modernis t  rnt>vement  celebrated negat ion and
dissidence. and called for ir revolution of art and life. most
postmodernist art often took delight in the rvorld as it is and
happi l i r  cocxis ted in  a p lura l ism of  aesthet ic  s tv les and games.
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Other theorists and artists, however, such as Jenny Holzer,
Barbara Kruger, and Hans Haacke sought an oppositiclnal current
in postmodern art and produced interesting new forms of polit ical
art that challenge and subvert prevail ing ideologies and codes of
representat ion (see Foster  198-3;  Conner 1989;  Hutcheon 1989).

Whi le Sontag,  F iedler ,  Hassan,  and others valor ize postmodern
culture as a refreshing break with stale conventions and practices
in the ar ts  and l i fe .  cu l tura l  theor is t  Gcorge Ste iner  (1971),  by
contrast .  a t tacked the new 'post-cul ture '  which he c la ims has
rejected and destroyed the foundational assumptions and values of
Western society. For Steiner this involves; a loss of geographical
and socio logical  centra l i ty ,  where the Western wor ld,  and the
United States in particular, could claim moral superiority and
rights over 'uncivil ized' peoples; an incredulous attitude toward
progress as the trajectory and goal of history. accompanied by a
dark pessimism toward the future and a decline of utopian values;
and a scepticism toward the modernist belief in a direct correlation
between l ibera l -humanist  pr inc ip les and moral  conduct ,  a  posi t ion
made questionable in this century by the savagery of wr>rld wars
and the harmonic'rus coexistence of high culture and concentration
camps.  Thus.  for  Ste iner  post- (Enl ightenment /humanist /moclern)
cul ture no longer b l ind ly  and unproblemat ica l ly  t rusts in  sc ience,
art, and reason as beneficent. humanizing forces, and. conse-
quent ly ,  there has been a loss of  eth ica l  absolutes and cer ta int ies.
As a cul tura l  conservat ive,  hc at tacks the pol i t ica l  s t ruggles of  the
1960s.  the countercul tura l  nrovements.  and radical ism wi th in the
academy. Ste iner  bemoans the loss of  cc lmmuni ty ,  ident i ty .  and
classical humanism, while deploring the rise of mass culture for
eroding standards of  c lass ical  l i teracy.  He acknowledges,  however,
that society cannot turn back and must therefore move as best it
can in to the brave new wor ld of  sc ience and technology.

A s imi lar  sense that  an o ld era is  coming to an end and a new
historical situation and choices now confront us is found in lhe
Active Society by sociologist Amitai Etzioni (1968) who advances
the notion of a postmodern society which he interprets more
posi t ive ly  than Ste iner .  For  Etz ioni ,  Wor ld War I I  was a turn ing
point  in  h is tory;  he argued that  the postwar in t roduct ion of  new
modes of  communicat ion,  in format ion,  and energy inaugurated a
postmodern period. He hypothesized that relentless technological
development  would i tse l f  e i ther  destroy a l l  prev ious values,  or
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would make possible the use of technology to better human life
and to solve all social problems. Etzioni championed an 'active

society' in which normative values would guide technological
developments and human beings would uti l ize and control tech-
nologv for the benefit of humanity. This activist normative ideal
was one of the few positive visions of a postmodern future,
although Etzioni was also aware of the dangers.

In the mid-1970s, more books appeared in the United States
which used the term postmodern to designate a new era in history.
Theologian Frederick Ferre's Shaping the Future. Resources for
the Post-Modern World (1976) projected an alternative set o1
values and institutions for a postmodern consciousness and new
future. His emphasis was primarily positive and took the form of
quasi-religious prophecy and advocacy of religious values to
guide the new age. In Tlrc Cultural Contradictions of Capitalism
(1976), sociologist Daniel Bell also took up the theme that the
modern era was coming to an end and that humanity now faced
fundamental choices for the future: 'We are coming to a watershed
in Western society: we are witnessing the end of the bourgeois idea
- that view of human action and of social relations, particularly of
economic exchange - which has molded the modern era for the
last  200 years '  (1976:  p.7) .  He interprets the postmodern age
much like Toynbee: it represents for him the unleashing of
inst inct ,  impulse and wi l l ,  though,  l ike Ste iner ,  he tends to ident i fy
i t  wi th the 1960s countercul ture (1976:  pp.51f . ) .  For  Bel l ,  the
postmodern age exhibits an extension of the rebell ious, anti-
bclurgeois, antinomic and hedonistic impulses which he sees as the
legacies of the modernist movements in the arts and their bohe-
mian subcultures. He claims that cultural modernism perpetuates
hedonism, the lack of social identif ication and obedience, narciss-
ism, and the withdrawal from status and achievement competit ion.
The postmodern age is thus a product of the application of
modernist revolts to everyday l ife, the extension and living or.rt of a
rebel l ious.  hyper indiv idual is t .  hedonist  l i festy le.

Bell sees contemporarv postmodern culture as a radical assault
on tradition which is fuelled by an aggressive narcissism that is in
profclund contradiction with the bureaucratic. technocratic, and
organizzr t ic lnal  imperat ives of  the capi ta l is t  economy and demo-
crat ic  pol i ty .  T l r is  development .  in  Bel l 's  v iew.  por tends the end of
the bourgeois wor ld-v iew wi th i ts  rat ional i ty ,  sobr iety .  and moral
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and re l ig ious values (1976:  pp.53f . ) .  [n  response to the corros ive
force of postmodernism on traditional valucs, Bell calls for a
revivif ication of religious values.

Yet  as Habermas has argued (1981:  p.  14) ,u Bel l  tends to b lame
cult.ure for the i l ls of the economy and polity. as when he refers to
'cultural crises which beset bourgeois societies and which, in the
longer run, devitalize a country, confuse the motivations of
indiv iduals,  inst i l  a  sense of  carpe d iern,  and undercut  i ts  c iv ic  wi l l .
-I 'he 

problems are less those of the aclequacy of institutions than of
the k inds of  meanings that  susta in a society '  (1976:  p.28) .  Yet  in
other  passages.  Bel l  notes the extent  to  which the development  of
the consumer society i tse l f  wi th i ts  emphasis on consumpt ion,
instant grertif ication, easy credit, and hedonism is responsible for
thc undermining of  t radi t ional  va lues and cul ture and the produc-
t ion of  what  he cal ls  the 'cu l tura l  contradic t ions of  capi ta l ism' .
Thus whi le  Mi l ls ' (1959) ear ly  cr i t ique of  a postmodern society of
cheerful robots derived from a progressive concern with diminu-
t ion of  the abi l i ty  to  shape,  contro l ,  and change the condi t ions of
society and one's  l i fe ,  Bel l 's  cr i t ique der ived f rom fear  of  the
collapse of the bourgeois world-view and its value system.

Our archaeological inquiries have disclosecl that there are two
conflicting matrices of postmodern discourse in the period before
i t  pro l i ferated in  the 1980s.  One posi t ion -  Drucker ,  Etz ioni ,
Sontag,  Hassan,  F iedler ,  Ferre,  and others -  gave the term zr
predominant ly  posi t ive valence,  whi le  others produced negat ive
discourses (e.g.  Toynbee,  Mi l ls ,  Bel l ,  Baudr i l lard) .  The posi t ive
perspective was itself divided into social and cultural wings. The
af f i rmat ive sr>cia l  d iscourse (Drucker ,  Etz ioni .  Ferre,  and theor is ts
of the postindustrial society) reproduced 1950s optimism and the
sense that technologv and modernization were making pclssible the
break wi th an obsolete past .  T l rese theor ies repl icated the ideol -
ogies of  the 'a f f luent  society '  (Galbra i th) ,  ' the end o l  ideology ' ,
and the 'Great American celebration' (Mil ls) that affirmed contem-
porary capi ta l is t  moderni ty  in  the 19,50s and 1960s.  bel iev ing that
capi ta l ism had overcome i ts  cr is is  tendencies and was on thc way
to producing a 'great society'. The positive culturalist wing (Sontag,
Fiedler ,  Hassan) complemented th is  celebrat ion by af f i rming the
l iberat ing featurcs of  new postmodern cul tura l  forms,  pop cul ture,
avant-gard ism, and the new postmodern sensib i l i ty .

This positive culturalist discourse and the proliferation of post-
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modern cultural forms helped prepare the way for the reception of

the discourse of the po'i-oO"tn in the 1980s' In general' the

cultural discourse had a much greater lmpact on later postmodern

;;"";y than the sociohistorical i iscourses' which were rarely noted

o. dis.u.sed. The cultural discourses also shared certain epistemo-

logical perspectives with later postmodern theoretical discourse

which emphasized difference, otherness' pleasure' novelty' and

attacked reason and hermeneutics' The affirmative social dis-

course of the postmodern, by contrast' continued the modern

modes of thought (reason, toializations' unification' and so on)

*tri.tt tua". pos-tmodern theory would assault'

The negative discourses oi the postmodern reflected a pessi-

mistic take on the trajectories of modern societies' Toynbee'

Mills, Bell, Steiner, and others saw Western societies and culture

in decline, threateneJ by change and instabil ity' as well as bVlfe

new developments of mass society and culture' The negattve

discourse of the postmodern thus posits a crisis for Western

civil ization at the enJ of the modern world' This pessimistic and

apocalyptic discourse would be reproduced in postmodern-theor-

ists l ike Bauclri l lard' The negative cultural discourse of Howe'

Steiner, Bell and others *o"ta also prepare the way j::,,th"

neo-conservative attacks on contemporary culture in the 1980s'

Both the positive and negative theorists were responding to

developments rn contempotoiy capitalism - though t"l"t1^::l^t-tp

tualizing them as such - which was going through an expanslonlst

.f.r. uia producing new commoditie-s' abundance' and a more

aifluent l i festyle. It i  advertising' credit plans' media' and com-

modity spectacles *"t" 
"ntntt ' iging 

gratif ication' hedonism' and

the adoption of new habits, 
"uiiu*l-fut*s' 

and lifestyles which

would later be termed postmoclern' Some theorists were celebrat-

i"; ;h. new diversity zind affluence' while others were crit icizing

the clecay of traclit ional values or increased powers of social

control. ln a sense, then, the discourses of 
-the 

postmodern are

,"rponr", to socioeconomic clevelopments which they sometlmes

name and sometimes obscure'

Thus, by the 1980s, the postmodern discourses were split into

cultural conservatlves decrying the new developments and-avant-

gorJir,, celebrating them' i 'oslmodern cliscourses were proliferat-

ing through ditferent academic fields and by the 1980s debates

eruptecl .on..rning flr lott with moclernity' modernism' and

,
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modern theory. More extreme advocates of the postmodern were
cal l ing for  ruptures wi th modern d iscourses and the development
of  new theor ies,  pol i t ics,  nrodes of  wr i t ing,  and values.  Whi le the
discussions of postmodern cultural forms were primarily init iated
in North Anrcr ica,  i t  was in  France that  Baudr i l lard and Lyotard
were developing notions of a new postmodern era that were much
more comprehensive and extreme than those produced ear l ier  in
Br i ta in and the Uni ted States.  Thc developntents in  postmodern
theory in France constituted a rupture with the French rationalist
tradition foundcd by Descartes and further developed in the
French Enl ightenment .  New French Theory can be read as one of
a series of revolts against Cartesian rationalism ranging fronr the
Enlightenment attack on theclretical reason in favour of promoting
rat ional  socia l  change,  through Comte and Durkheim's revol t
against  phi losophical  rat ional ism in favour of  socia l  sc ience,  to
Sartre and Merleau-Ponty's attempts to make philosophy serve the
needs of  concrete human exis tence .  As we shal l  see in  the next
section, French structuralism, poststructuralism, and postmodern
theory constituted a series of attacks on rationalist and Enlighten-
ment  theory.  Yet  these cr i t iques bui l t  on another  French counter-
Enl ightenment  t radi t ion rooted in  the cr i t iques of  reason by de
Sade,  Bata i l le ,  Ar taud,  and others whom Habermas (1987a) terms
' the dark wr i ters of  the bourgeois ie ' .  A French 'dandy '  and
bohemian t radi t ion stemming f rom Baudela i re,  Rimbaud,  and
others a lso helped produce the aesthet ic ized,  i ronic ,  and subver-
s ive ethos of  French postmodern theory.  In  addi t ion,  the French
reception of Nietzsche and Heidegger played a major role in
turn ing French theory away f rom Hegel ,  Marx,  phenomenology
and exis tent ia l isrn and toward development  of  new theoret ica l
format ions that  eventual ly  produced postmodern theory.

1.2 The French Scene: From Structuralist to Postmodern Theory

Whi le the d iscourses of  the postmodern c i rcu lated throughout  the
world in the l9t30s, the most significant developments of pc'rst-
modern theorv have taken p lace in  France and i t  is  upon French
postmodern theory that  we shal l  largely  focus in  th is  book.  As we
shal l  argue in th is  chapter ,  a ser ies of  socioeconomic,  cu l tura l ,
theoret iczr l ,  and pol i t ica l  events occurred in  France which helped
qive r isc to new postnrodern thcor ies.
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French theories of a postmodern break in history were influ-

enced by the rapid modernization process in France that followed

world war II , exciting developments in philosophy and social

itr"..V during the 1956s and t'96tts' and ihe dramatic sense of

;;; it l . prod-uced by the turbulent events of 1968' in which a

s tuden tan< lwo rke rs , rebe l l i onb rough t thecoun t r y toas tands t i l l '
appearing to resurrect French revolutionary tradii ions' While the

ilit;;i 

'hop... 
of the day were soon dashed' the apocalyptic

impulses of the time *"" i 'un'luted into the postmodern theories

of a fundamental rupture in history and inauguration of a new era'

Post-World War Il modernization processes in France produced

a sense of rapid change and a feelin-g- that a new society was

emerging. At the 
"nJ 

"of 
World War II '  France was sti l l  largely

"gti l i irJ*r 
and suffered from an antiquated economy and polity'

John Ardagh (1982: f '-t:; ' toi*t that between the early 1950s and

mid-1970s'France went through a spectacular renewal' A stagnant

".ono.y 
turned into one of the world's most dynamic and success-

ful, as material modernization moved along at a hectic p.u:" 
'un9 ln

agriculture-bur"A 'otl"tf became T?il ly 
an urban and industrial

one. Prospe.ity souJ"bringing with it changes in l ifestyles' and

throwing up some *tungt tJnnttt b.etween rooted French habits

and new modes . '  '  ' ; ;; accused of l iving with their eyes fixed on

the past, they now ,"Oi"nfy opened them to the fact of l iving in

the modern world - and it toth thri l led and scared them''

New social theories emerged to articulate the sense of dynamic

.t ung. experienced by mani in postwar France' analyzing the new

forms of mass cultuie, the consumer society' technolog.y'.and

modernized u.uunlruiion. Throughout France, high-rise buildings'

highways, drugstores, shopping centre.s' consumer goods' and

mass culture created <t'o-utit &ung"t in everyday l ife' The new

social configurations were theorized in terms imported from the

United States as ttre-'fostindustrial society' (AIoll Touraine) and

through original ttttoit '  that were subsequently highly influential

throughout ,n. Wt'i"tn world' Roland Barthes crit ically dissected

the way.s that mass culture naturalized and idealized the new social

configuration tftrough 
:mythologies' which provided propaganda

for the n"* .onr,,i l t '  'oti"tyf Guy Debord attacked the new

culture of image, spectacle' untl to'ntodities for their stult ifying

ancl pacifying .ft"t i ' ,  claiming that the. 'society of the spectacle'

masked the continuit 'g 'eatityl ' f alienation and oppression; Baud-

ri l lard analyzed the str"ucturei' codes' and practices of the consumer
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society; and Henri Lefebvre argued that the transformations of
everyday l ife were providing new modes of domination by
bureaucracies and consumer capitalism.

In addition, developments in l i terary and cultural crit icisnr
advanced new concepts of writ ing, theory, and discourse (for
example, the'structuralist revolution', the theories of the TeL Quel
group, and the development of poststructuralist theory which we
discuss below).

The rapid changes in the social and economic spheres were thus
paralleled by equally dramatic changes in the world of theory. In
postwar France, the intellectual scene had been dominated by
Marx ism, ex is tent ia l ism, and phenomenology,  as wel lasby at tempts
to synthesize them (Poster 1975; Descombes 1980). By the 1960s,
however, these theories were superseded by the l inguistically-
oriented discourses of structuralism and Lacanian psychoanalysis
which advanced new concepts of language, theory, subjectivity,
and society (Jameson 1972; Coward and Ell is 1977; Frank 1989).

Structuralists applied structural-l inguistic concepts to the
human sciences which they attempted to re-establish on a more
rigorous basis. L6vi-Strauss, for instance, applied l inguistic analy-
sis to structural studies of mythology, kinship systems, and other
anthropological phenomena, while Lacan developed a structural
psychoanalysis and Althusser developed a structural Marxism.
The structuralist revolution deployed holistic analyses that ana-
lyzed phenomena in terms of parts and wholes, defining a structure
as the interrelation of parts within a common system. Structures
were governed by unconscious codes or rules. as when language
constituted meaning through a differential set of binary opposites,
or when mythologies codified eating and sexual behaviour accord-
ing to systems of  ru les and codes.  In  Barthes '  words (1964:  p.  213) :
"Ihe airn of all structuralist activity, in the fields of both thought
and poetry, is to reconstitute an object, and, by this process, to
make known the rules of functioning, or "functions", of this
object. The structure is therefore effectively a simulacrum of the
object which . . . brings out something that remained invisible, or,
i f  you l ike,  uninte l l ig ib le in  the natura l  object . '

Structural analysis focused on the underlying rules which organ-
ized phenomena into a social system. analyzing such things as
totemic practices in terms of divisions between the sacred and
profane in traditional societies, or cuisine in modern societies in
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terms of culinary rules. Structural analysis aimed at objectivity,

coherence, rigour, and truth, and claimed scientif ic status for its

theories, which would be purged of mere subjective valuations and

experiences.
The structuralist revolution thus described social phenomena in

terms of l inguistic and social structures, rules, codes, and systems,

while rejecting the humanism which had previously shaped the

social and human sciences. Althusser, for example, advocated a

theoretical anti-huntanism and eliminated human practice and

subjectivity from the explanatory scheme of his version of Marx-

ism. The structuralist crit ique wished to eliminate the concept of

the subject which had dominated the philosophical tradition

stemming frorn Descartes through Sartre. The subject was dis-

missed, or radically decentred, as merely an effect of language,

culture. or the unconscious, and denied causal or creative efficacy.

Structuralism stressecl the derivativeness of subjectivity and mean-

ing in contrast to the printacy of symbolic systems, the uncon-

scious, and social relations. On this model, meaning was not the

creation of the transparent intentions of an autonomous subject;

the subject itself was constituted by its relations within lernguage,

so that subjectivity was seen as a social and linguistic construct.

The parole, or particular uses of language by individual subjects,

was determined by langue, the system of larrguage itself '

The new structuralist currents were in part products of a l inguistic

turn which had roots in the semiotic theory of Ferdinand de Saussure
( lB-57-1913).  Arguing that  language can be analyzed in terms of  i ts

present laws of operation, without reference to its historical
properties and evolution, Saussure interpreted the l inguistic sign

as comprised of two integrally related parts: an acoustic-visual

component. the signifier, and a conceptualcomponent, the signified.

Language is  a 'system of  s igns that  expresses ideas ' ,  or  s igni f ieds,

through differing signifiers that produce meaning. Saussure empha-

sized two properties of language that are of crucial importance for

understanding contemporary theoretical developmcnts. First, he

saw that the l inguistic sign was arbitrary, that there is no natural

l ink between the signifier and the signitied, only a contingent

cultural designation. Second, he e nrphasized tlrat the sign is differ-

ential, part of a system of meanings where words acquire signifi-

cance only by reference to what they are not: ' In language, there

arer  only  d i f ferences wi thout  posi t ive terms' (Saussure 1966:  p.  120) .

,
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As linguist Emile Benveniste and Derricla argueci, Saussure;li:l:,f i:::'ff ,!:ii:il'o'i.;loiLi!-.:il"::TJJ,,..;**int

that rhe signi f ier r ,unlr j l .u unitu.y r**r table relar ionship with thesrgnified (coward and Eris tsll; Harrand rgttT). By contrast. rarerposrsrructuralists would enrphasize. in a fa*J*;ji;;;;;,;r"structural ists and semiot ic ians, the arbttrarv,  di f ferent ial ,  andnon-relerent ial  chpostmodern,n...:il';..:,T,:i:,J'iJ"jlffi:liff f ff iLi*lnature of everything social _ language, culture, p.u.ti"., ;;;;;.,rvr ty .  and socic ty  i tse l [ .

1.2.1 The po.ststructurali.gt 
Critique

Just  as st ructura l is l
t ia l ism, ona nu.o j f  lad ical lv  

at tacked phenomenology,  ex isren-

p re m i se s o n.r o,,u nll',T,n : 
" 
ffi J,,ffi :l' [:.ff l]' #;r*,.*turalists attacked the scientif ic p."r"nrion, of structuralism whichatfempted to create a scientif ic basis for the study of culture an.which strove for the standard mod".r, goats of foundation, truth,objectivity. certaintv, and system. posts?ructuralists 

argued as wellthar srructuratist rheories oio n.tt ruiiy'ul.ro with humanism sincethey repr .duced rhe humanist  
" . l i ; " " ; ;  

an unchanging humannature.  The postst ructura l is ts ,  by . . rnt rur t ,  cr i t ic ized the c la ims orst ructura l is ts  that  the mind h.ad an innate,  universal  s t ructure andthat myth and other symbolic forms strove to resolve the invari_able contradic t ions between uotur"-onj '  . r l tu . . .  They favoured
:1ti::i1 i ]noroughty hisr.ricar ,i"* *r,l.n sees ctifferent forms ofconsclousness, identit ies. signif icati .n, ancl so on as rr ir i . l .^r i ,produced and theref<rre vaiying in aift.."nt historical periods.Thus,  whi le  shar ing wi th s t .uctu i r i rn- ' l , r i r * i rsa l  of  the concepr ofthe autonomous subiect ,  p .s ts t ructurar ism st ressecr  the c i imensionsof hisrory, potirics. and everydat t i i . ;; ' ; i . conremporary worldwhich tended to be suppressed ty the abstractions of the struc_tura l is t  pro ject .

- l 'he 
cr i t iques of  s t ructur , r ism wcrc ar t icurated in  a ser ies ' f  textsby Derr ic ta.  Foucaut l ,  Kr isrcua,- i ; i l ,  an<l  Barrhes which

l::j-u:..u "un 
atmosphere ol. i",.^J-iil..rerical uph.oval thulncrpcrr t .  f .rm pt 'rstnrodcrn thcory. Unrike t 'e structururists whoconf incd thc p lay of .  languagc.  wi t i r in  skrseo srructures of  < lpposi_
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tions, the poststructuralists gave primacy to the signifier over the
signified, and thereby signalled the dynamic productivity of lan-
guage,  the instabi l i ty  of  meaning,  and a break wi th convent ional
representat ional  schemes of  meaning.  In  t radi t ional  theor ies of
meaning. signifiers come to rest in the signified of a conscious
mind.  For  postst ructura l is ts ,  by contrast ,  the s igni f iec l  is  only  a
moment in  a ncver-ending process of  s igni f icat ion where meaning
is produced not in a stable. referential relation between subject
and object ,  but  only  wi th in thc in f in i te ,  in ter textual  p lay of
s igni f iers.  In  Derr ida 's  words (1973:  p.58) :  " Ihe nreaning of
meaning is  in f in i te  impl icat ion,  the indef in i tc  referra l  o f  s igni f ier  tcr
signified . . . Its force is a certain pure and infinite equivilcality
which gives signified rneaning no respite, no rest . . . i t always
signifies again and differs.' This production of signification that
res is ts  imposed st ructura l  constra ints ,  Derr ida terms 'd issemina-

t ion ' ,  and we shal l  see the szrme sor t  of  dvnarnic  emphases in
Deleuze and Guat tar i 's  concept  of  desi re,  Lyotard 's  theorv of
in tensi t ies.  Baudr i l lard 's  concept  of  semiurgy,  and Foucaul t 's
concept of power.

The new theories of language and discourse led to radical
cr i t iques of  modern phi losophy.  at tack ing i ts  root  assumpt ions.5 I l
was c la imed that  modern phi losophy was undermirred bv i ts
impossible dream of attaining a foundation for knowledge, an
absolute bedrock of truth that could serve as the guarantee of
phi losophical  svstems (Rorty  1979).  Derr ida (1976) ternred th is
foundationalist approach to language and knclwledge a 'meta-

physics of presence' that supposedly guaranteed the subject an
unmediated access to real i ty .  He argued that  the b inary opposi -
t ions governing Western phi losophy and cul ture (subject /object ,
appearance/real i ty .  speech/wr i t ing,  and so on)  work to construct  a
far-from-innocer.rt hierarchy of values which attempt not only to
guarantee t ruth,  but  a lso serve to exclude and devalue a l legedly
inferior terms or positiclns. This binary nretaphysics thus rvorks to
posi t ive ly  posi t ion real i ty  over  appearance.  speerch over  wr i t ing,
n l cn  ovc r  womcn .  ( ) r  r cas ( )n  ovc r  na lu le .  t hus  p r r s i l i on ing  r reg i r -
t ivc lv  the supposedly in fcr ior  term.

Many later  postst ructura l is ts  and postmodern theor is ts  fo l lowed
Derr ida in  concluding that  a thoroughgoing deconstruct ion of
modern phi losophy and a radical ly  ncw phi losophical  pract ice
were needed.  Precursors of  the postmodern cr i t ique of  phi losophy
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tions, the poststructuralists gave primacy to the signi{ier over the
signified, and thereby sigrralled the dynamic productivity of lan-
guage!  the instabi l i ty  of  meaning,  and a break wi th convent ional
representat ional  schemes of  meanins.  In  t radi t ional  theor ies of
meaning. signifiers come to rest in the signified of a cclnscious
mind. Fclr poststructuralists, bv contrast, the signified is only a
moment in  a never-ending process of  s igni f icat ion where meaning
is produced not in a stable, referential relation between subject
and object ,  but  only  wi th in the in f in i te ,  in ter textual  p lay of
s igni f iers.  In  Derr ida 's  words (1973:  p.58) :  'The meaning of
meaning is  in f in i te  impl icat ion,  the indef in i tc  refe r ra l  o f  s igni f ier  to
signified . . . Its force is a certain pure and infinite equivocality
which g ives s igni f ied meaning no respi tc ' .  no rest  . . .  i t  a lways
signifies again and differs.' This production of signification that
res is ts  imposed st ructur i r l  constra ints ,  Derr ida terms 'd issemina-

t ion ' ,  and we shal l  see the same sor t  ofdynamic emphases in
Deleuze and Guat tar i 's  concept  of  desi re,  Lyotard 's  theory of
in tensi t ies,  Baudr i l lard 's  concept  of  semiurgy,  and Foucaul t 's
concept of power.

The new theories of language and discourse led to radical
cr i t iques of  modern phi losophy,  at tack ing i ts  rot r t  assumpt ions. '  I t
was c la imed that  modern phi losophy was undermined by i ts
impossib le dream of  at ta in ing a foundat ion for  knowledge,  arr
absolute bedrock of truth that could serve as the guarantee of
phi losophical  systems (Rorty  1979).  Derr ida (1976) ternred th is
foundationalist approach to language and knowledge a 'meta-

physics of  presence'  thr t  supposedly guarantced the subject  an
unmediated access to reality. He argued that the binary opposi-
t ions governing Western phi losophy and cul ture (subject /object ,
appearance /reality, speech/writ ing, and so on) work to construct a
far- f rom- innocent  h ierarchy of  va lues which at tempt not  only  to
guarantee t ruth,  but  a lso scrve to exclude and devalue a l legedly
infer ior  terms or  posi t ions.  

- fh is  
b inary metaphysics thus works to

posi t ive ly  posi t ion real i ty  over  appearance,  speech over  wr i t ing,
men over  women. or  reason over  nature,  thus pcts i t ion ing nega-
t ive ly  the supposcdly in fer ior  term.

Manv later  postst ructura l is ts  and postmodern thecl r is ts  fo l lowed
Derridit in concluding that a thoroughgoing deconstruction of
modern phi losophy and a radical ly  ncw phi losophical  pract ice
were nceded.  Precursors of  the postmodern cr i t ique of  phi losophy
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were found in Nietzsche, Heidegger, Wittgenstein, James, and
Dewey,  and in wr i ters l ike de Sade,  Bata i l le ,  and Artaud (Foucaul t
1913b: Rorty 1979). In particular, Nietzsche's attack on Western
philosophy, combined with Heidegger's crit ique of metaphysics,
lecl many ttreorists to question the verv framework and deep
assumptions of philosophy and social theory (Derric' la 1976; Vattimo
1985;  Dews 1987;  Frank 1989 and Ferry and Renaul t  1990).

Nietzsche took apart the fundamental categories of Western
phi losophy in a t renchant  phi losophical  cr i t ique.  rvh ich provided
the theoretical premises of many poststructuralist and postmodern
crit iques. He attacked philosophical conceptions of the subject,
representat ion,  causal i ty ,  t ruth.  va lue,  and system, replac ing
Western philosophy with a perspectivist orientation for which
there are no facts, only interpretations, and no objective truths,
<lnly the constructs of various individuals or groups. Nietzsche
scorned philosophical systems and called for new modes of philo-
sophiz ing,  wr i t ing and l iv ing.  He ins is ted that  a l l  language was
metaphorical and that the subject was only a product of language
and thought. He attacked the pretensions of reason and defended
the desi res of  the body and the l i fe-enhancing super ior i tv  of  ar t
over  theory.

Both Nietzsche and Heidegger also provided thoroughgoing
crit iques of modernity that inflr-renced later postmodern theclry.
Nietzsche saw modernity as an advanced state of decadence in
which 'higher types' are levelled by rationalism, l iberalism, demo-
cracy,  and socia l ism, and where inst incts go in to steep decl ine.
Heidegger (1977) developed a cr i t ique of  the modern,  representa-
tional subject and analyses of the corrosive effects of technology
and rationalization. For Heidegger, the triumph of humanism and
the project of a rational domination of nature and human beings is
the culmination of a process of the 'forgetting of Being' that began
wi th Socrates and Plato.  Heidegger undertook to destroy the
history of Western metaphysics and called for a new mode of
th ink ing and re lat ing that  re jected Western modes of  thought  in
order  to at ta in a more 'pr imordia l '  re lat ion to Being.  His radical
rejection of modernity influenced some postmodern theory, as did
his advocacy of premodern modes of thought and experience.

Bui ld ing on the legacy of  Nietzsche and Heidegger.  postst ruc-
tura l is ts  s t ressed thc importancc of  d i f ferenccs over  uni t ies and
ident i t ies whi le  charnpioning thc d issern inat ion of  mcaning in
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opposi t ion to i ts  c losure in  tota l iz ing,  centred theor ies and sys-
tems. Indeed, later postmodern theory was often to carrv through
a col lapse of  the boundary between phi losophy and l i terary theory
(see Derr ida 1981b;  Rorty  1979 and 1989;and the cr i t ique in  Haber-
mas 1987b),  or  between phi losophy,  cu l tura l  cr i t ique,  socia l  theory,
and other  acadenr ic  f ie lds.  This col lapsing,  or  problemat iz ing.  of
boundar ies has led to more p layfu l  and d iverse nrodes of  wr i t ing,
whi le  subvert ing standard academic boundar ies and pract ices.

-fhe 
intellectual upheavals were soon accompanied by polit ical

upheavals which fostered a fur ther  quest ioning of  convent ional
assumpt ions.  The events of  1968 and turbulent  pol i t ics of  the per iod
brought  about  a re lurn to h is tory and concrete pol i t ics.  The dramat ic
French student strikes in May were' folkrwed by a general strike and
the entire country was paralyzed. 

'the 
upheaval signalled desires for

a radical break rvith the institutions and polit ics of the past ancl
dramat izecl  the fa i lurc of  l ibera l  inst i tu t ions to deal  wi th the d issat is-
faction of broad masses of cit izens. The stude nt radicals called for
'a l l  power to the imaginat ion '  ancl  a cornplete break f rom 'papa's '

va lues and pol i t ics.  De Gaul le  promised new elect ions and man-
oeuvred nrany groups and individuals to return to trusiness as
usual :  the Communist  Par ty  supported th is  move ancl  at tacked the
'str"rdent rabble-rousers', thus discrcditing their own allegedly revo-
lut ionary amhi t ions and a l ienat ing many in the radical ized sectors.

I 'he May 1968 upheaval contributed in significant ways to the
later developments of postmodern theory. The student rel 'olts
pol i t ic ized the nature of  educat ion in  the univers i ty  svstem and
crit icized the producticln of knowledge as a means of power and
clomination. l 'hev attacked the university systenr for its stult ifying
bureaucrat ic  nature,  i ts  enforced conformi ty ,  ancl  i ts  specia l ized
and compartmental ized knowleclges that  were i r re levant  to  real
ex is tcnce.  But  the stude-nts a lso analyzed the univers i tV as a
nricrocclsm of a repressive capitalist society and turned their
at tent ion to ' the fu l l  range of  h ic lden mechanisms through which a
sclc iety  convevs i ts  knowledgc ancl  cnsures i ts  surv iva l  under the
mask of  knowledge:  newspapcrs.  te lev is ion.  technical  schools,  and
the /-ycle [high school] ' (Foucault 1977: tr-t.22-5). It was through
such struggles as waged b,v stuclents and workers that Foucault and
othcrs began tcl thcorize the intir-nate: connection between power
and knowleclge i lnd to sce that  power operates in  micro logical
channels that  saturatc socia l  and personal  ex is l .encc- .
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The force of circumstances made it diff icult to avoid concep-
tualizing the constituent role of history in human experience
and the exciting polit ical struggles of the day polit icized poststruc-
turalist thinkers who feverishly attempted to combine theory and
p rac t i ce .  w r i t i ng  and  po l i t i c s .  l n  add i t i on .  more  a t t en t i on  was  pa id
to subjectivity, difference, and the marginal elements of culture
and everyday l ife. While poststructuralists continued to reject the
concept of the spontaneous, rational, autonomous subject devel-
oped by Enlightenment thinkers, there was intense debate over
how the subject was formed and lived in everyday l ife, as well as
the ubiquity and multiplicity of forms of power in society and
everyday l ife. In particular, attention was focused on the produc-
tion of the subject through language and systems of meaning and
power. Both structuralists and poststructuralists abandon the
subject, but, beginning with poststructuralism, a major theoretical
concern has been to analyze how individuals are constituted as
subjects and given unified identit ies or subject positions. Lacan,
for  example,  argued that  subject iv i ty  emerged in the entrance of
the individual into the 'symbolic' of language, while Althusser
theor ized the ' in terpel la t ion '  o f  ind iv iduals in  ideology,  whereby
they were cal led upon to ident i fy  wi th cer ta in subject  posi t ions.

Many of the theorists we shall interregate began to perceive the
new social moventents emerging in France, the United States, and
elsewhere as the most radical polit ical forces and subsequently
began to bid adieu to the proletariat and Marxism, embracing
micropolit ics as the authentic terrain for polit ical struggle. 

-fhe

May 1968 events led many to conclude that Marxism - particularly
the version of the French Communist Party - was too dogmatic
and narrow a framework to adequately theorize contemporary
society and its diverse modes of power. Postmodern theorists were
instead drawn to polit ical movements such as feminism, ecology
groups, and gay and lesbian formations. These emerged in res-
ponse to the oppressive effects on social and personal l i fe of
capi ta l isnr ,  the state,  and pernic ious ideologies such as sexism.
racism, and hornophobia. The new social movements posed a
strong challenge to traditional Marxist polit ical conceptions based
on the primacy of the labour movement by call ing for a more
democratic forrn of polit ical struggle and participation which
addresses the multiple sources of power and oppression that are
i r reducib le to the explo i tat ion of  labour.  In  p lace of  the hegemony
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of the proletariat, they proposed decentred polit ical all iances.
Hence,  the ncw socia l  movements ant ic iputed postmodern pr inc i -
ples of deccntring and difference arnd presented important new
avenues of polit icizing social and culturerI relations, in effect
redefining the socialist project as that of radical democracy
(Laclau and Mouffe 198-5).

Whi le the Al thusser ians werc t rv ine to rewr i te  Marx ism as a
science by drawing from a structuralist problematic, other French
thinkers were gravitating toward Nietzsche as a radical alternative
to phenomenology and to Marxism, while attempting to develop
a more satisfactory theory of power. Marx's emphasis on the
primacy of economic relations of power was replaced with a
Nietzschean focus on multiple forms of power and domination.
In the aftermath of the failure of 1960s movements and the
disenchantment with Marxism another new intellectual movement
emerged in the early 1970s: the new philosophers, such as Andr6
Glucksman and Henri Bernard-L6vy, who denounced Marxism as
a discourse of terror and power. The poststructuralists, while
remaining polit ical radicals, tended to include Marxism as a target
of attack in their crit ique of traditional philosophy and social
theory which were all accused of resting on obsolete epistemo-
logical premises. They positioned their work as a rrew theoretical
avant-garde and claimed as well to advance new polit ical positions
congruent with their theories. The poststmcturalist crit ique per-
meated Iiterary, philosophical, sociological. and polit ical discourse
in France and elsewhere during the late 1960s and the 1970s and
had a decisive impact on postmodern theory.

1.2.2 The Postrnodern Turn

Poststructuralism forms part of the matrix of postmodern theory,
and while the theoretical breaks described as postmodern are
directly related to poststructuralist crit iques, we shall interpret
poststructuralism as a subset clf a broader range of theoretical,
cultural, and social tendencies which constitute postmodern
discourses. Thus, in our view, postmodern theory is a more
inclusive phenomenon than poststructuralism which we interpret
as a crit ique of modern theory and a production of new models
of  thought ,  wr i t ing,  and subject iv i ty ,  some of  which are la ter  taken
up by postmodern theorv. Indeed, postmodern theory appropriates
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the poststructuralist crit ique of modern theory, radicalizes it, and
extends it to new theoretical f ields. Ancl in the polit ical arena,
most poststructuralist and postmodernist theory takes up post-
Marxist positions which claim that Marxism is an obsolete or
oppressive discourse that is no longer relevant for the current era.

The d iscourse of  the postnrr ldern a lso enconrpasses a socio-
historical theory of postmodernity and analysis of new postmodern
cul tura l  fbrms and exper iences.  The cul tura l  analys is  is  in f luenced by
poststructuralist discussions of modernism and the avant-garde by
Barthes, Kristeva, Sollers, and c'rthers associated with the Tel Quel
group, but the later postmodern socio-historical discourses develop
more comprehensive perspect ives on society,  pol i t ics,  and h is tory.
On the other  hand.  most  of  the indiv iduals that  we d iscuss in  th is
book can be considered as either postmodern or poststructuralisl
theor is ts ,  but  our  focus wi l l  be on the ways in  which they deal  ,  in
one way or another, with what we shall define as postmodern
posi t ions towards theory.  society,  h is tory,  pol i t ics,  and cul ture.

Postmodern theory generally follows poststructuralist theory in
the pr imacy g iven to d iscourse theory.  Both st ructura l is ts  and
poststructuralists developed theories which analyzed culture and
society in  terms of  s ign systems and thei r  codes ancl  d iscourses.
Discoursc theory sees all social phenomena as structured semiotic-
ally by codes and rulcs. and tlrerefore amenable to l inguistic
analysis, uti l izing the model of signification and signifying prac-
t ices.  Discourse theor is ts  argue that  nreaning is  not  s imply g iven,
but is socially constructed across a number of institutional sites and
pract ices.  Hence,  d iscourse theor is ts  emphasize the mater ia l  and
heterogeneous nature of discourse (see Pecheux 1982). For
Foucaul t  and t l thers.  an important  c( )nccrn of  d iscourse theorv is
to analyze the inst i tu t ional  bases of  d iscoursc,  the v iewpoints and
posi t ions f rom which people speak,  and the power re lat ions these
allow and presuppose. Discourse theory also interprets discourse
as a site arrd object of struggle where different groups strive fclr
hegemony and the product ion of  mcaning and ideology.

Discoursc theory can bc read as a variant of serniotics which
clcvelops thc ear l ier  pro ject  of  analyz i r re society in  terms of
systems of signs and sign systems. Saussure had proposed develop-
ing a semiot ics of  ' the l i fe  of  s igns in  socic ty '  ancl  Bar thes,  the ear ly
Baudril lard, and others followed througlt on this t<l analyze the
semiot ics of  mvth,  cu l ture,  consumpt ion.  and other  socia l  act iv i -
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ties. Eventually, however, discourse theory superseded and sub-

sumed the previous semiological theories, and we shall see that

much postmodern theory follows discourse theory in assuming that

it is language, signs, images, codes, and signifying systems which

organize the psyche, society, and everyday l ife' Yet most post-

modern theorists are not l inguistic idealists or pan-textualists, who

reduce everything to discourse or textuality'b Foucault, for

instance, defines the apparatus that constitutes the social body as
,a thoroughly heterogeneous ensemble consisting of discourses,

institutions, architectural forms' regulatory decisions, laws,

administrative measures, scientif ic statements, philosophical,

moral and philanthropic propositions - in short, the said as much

as the unsaid '  (1980a:  p.19a) .  Whi le some postmodern theory

comes close to positing a l inguistic idealism, whereby discourse

constitutes all social phenomena, or is privileged over extra-discur-

sive material conditions, there are also countervail ing tendencies

toward analysis of the pragmatics of language use, materialist

analysis of cliscourses, institutions, and practices which avoid the

traps of l inguistic idealism.
By the 1970s, French theorists were attacking modern theories

rooted in humanist assumptions and Enlightenment rationalist

d iscourses.  Foucaul t  (1973a,  1980a,  1982a and 1982b) proc la imed

the 'death of man' while advancing new conceptions of theory,

polirics, and ethics. Baudril lard (1983a and 1983b) describes the

implications for a theory and polit ics of a postmodern society in

which .radical semiurgy" the constantly accelerating proliferation

of signs, procluces simulations that create new forms of society,

cultuie, experience, ancl subjectivity. Lyotard (198aa) describes a
'postmodein condition' that marks the end of the grand narratives

and hopes of modernity and the impossibil i ty of continuing with

the totalizing social theories and revolutionary polit ics of the.past.

Deleuze and Guattari (1983 and 1987) propose developing a
,schizoanalysis' and 'rhizomatics' which maps the repressive 'terri-

torializations, of desire throughout society and everyday l ife while

seeking possible ,l ines of escape'. And Laclau and Mouffe (1985)

develop radical democratic polit ical theories based on post-

structuialist epistemology ancl a crit ique of modern polit ical

l hco ry .  i nc lud ing  Marx i sm.

Poitmodern theory, however, is not merely a French phenome-

non but has attained international scope' This is f itt ing because' as
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noted,  German th inkers l ike Nietzsche and Heidegger a l ready
began the at tack on t radi t ional  concepts and modes of  phi losophy.
The Amer ican phi losopher Wi l l iam James championed a radical
pluralism and John Dewev attacked most of the presuppositions of
t radi t ional  phi losophy and socia l  theory,  whi le  cal l ing for  thei r
reconstruct ion.  Fur thermore.  i t  was the Engl ish h is tor ians Toyn-
bee and Barraclough and North American social theorists such
as Drr ,cker ,  Mi l ls ,  Etz ioni ,  and Bel l  who int roduced the concept
of a postmodern age in history and social theory, while North
American cultural theorists introduced the term in the arts. It
has indeed been in the Engl ish-speaking wor ld that  in terest  in
all facets of the postmodern controversies hers been most intense
wi th conferences,  journals,  and publ ish ing l is ts  pro l i ferat ing in
these countr ies.  In  par t icu lar ,  the debates over  postmoderni ty
have been intense in the Uni ted States.  E,ngland,  Canada,  and
Austra l ia .

Thus, a diversity of theoretical and polit ical responses and
strategies hetve emerged in the postmode rn debates. They toclk on
an internat ional  scope and resonance by the 1980s and have
penetrated every academic l ie ld,  chal lenging regnant  or thodoxies
and affirrning new postrnodern perspectives and positions. One
even finds a postmodern turn in the field of science where
'postmodern science' refers to a break with Newtonian deter-
min ism, Cartes ian dual ism. and representat ional  epis temology.
Advocates of postmodern science embrace principles of chaos,
indeternr inacy,  and hernreneut ics,  wi th some cal l ing for  a ' re-

enchantment of nature' (see Prigogine and Stengers 1984; Griff in
1988a and 1988b;  and Best  1991a).  Postmodern d iscourse has even
penetrated mass culture with frequent articles on such disparate
topics as the postmodern presidency, postmodern love, post-
modern management.  postnrodern theology,  the postmodern
mind, and postmodern television shows like MTV or Ma.r Head-
room. Dur ing the 1980s and 1990s,  l ines are being drawn between
those who aggressively promote the discourse of the postmodern,
those who reject or ignore it, and those who strategically deploy
postmodern positions with previous modern positions to develop
new svntheses and theor ies.  In  th is  book.  we shal l  enter  in to these
debates and indicate what  is  at  s take fc l r  cr i t ica l  theorv and radical
D O l l I l c s ,
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1.3 Critical Theory and the Postmodern Challenge

Postmodern discourses thus denote new artistic. cultural, or

theoreticetl perspectives which renounce modern discourses and

practices. All of these 'post' terms function as sequential markers,

designat ing that  which fo l lows and comes af ter  the modern.  The

discourse of the postmodern thus involves periodizing terms which

describe a set of key changes in history, society. culture' and

thclught. 
' Ihe 

confusion involved in the discourse of the post-

modern results from its usage in different f ields and disciplines and

the fact that most theorists and commentators on postnrodern

discourse provide definit ions and conceptualizations that are

frequently at odds with each other and usually inadequately

theor ized.  Moreover,  some theor is ts  and commentators use the

term postmoclern descriptively to describe new phenomena, while

others use i t  prescr ipt ive ly ,  urg ing the adopt ion of  new theoret ica l .

cultural, and pcll it ical discourses and practices.
' fhere 

is ,  in  fact .  an ambigui ty  inherent  in  the word 'post '  which

is played clut in various postmtldern discourses. On the one hand'
'post' describes a 'not' modern that can be read as an active term

of negation which attempts to move beyond the modern era and its

theoretical and cultural practices. Thus, postmodern discourses

and practices are frequently characterized as anti-modern inter-

vent ions which expl ic i t ly  break wi th modern ideologies,  s ty les,  and

practices that many postmodernists see as oppressive or ex-

hausted. The prefix 'post', in this prescriptive sense, signifies an

active ruptur e (coupure) with what preceded it. As we have noted,

this rupture can be interpretecl positively as a l iberation from old

constraining and oppressive conditions (Vattimo 1985) and as an

affirmation of new developments, a moving into new terrains, a

forging of new discourses and ideas (Foucault 1973b; Deleuze

ancl Guattari 1983 and 1987; Lyotard 1984a). Or the new post-

moderni ty  can be in terpreted negat ive ly  as a deplorable regres-

sion. as a loss of traclit ional values, certainties, and stabil it ies

(Tovnbee 1963a and 1963b; Bell 1976), or as a surrender of those

st i l l  va luable e lements of  mt ' rdern i ty  (Habermas 1981 and 1987a).

On the other hand, the 'post' in postmodern also signifies a

c lependence on,  a cont i t ru i tv  wi th.  that  which i t  fo l lows,  leading

sorne crit ics to conceptualize the postmodern as nlerely an intensi-

29
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fication of the modern, as a hypermodernity (Merquior l9g6;During t9B7), a new ,face of mtdernity, lCaiinescu istfJl, <l, 

"
'postmodern' 

deveropment within moaerniiy (wersch rqsdj. v.tmany postmodern theorists deploy the term - as it was introiucedby Toynbee - to characteriie i d.amatic rupture or break inWestern history. The discourses of the postmodern thereforepresuppose a sense of an ending, the advent of something new,and the demand that we must develop new categories, theories,and methods to explore and conceptualize trris novum, this novelsocial and curtural situation. Thus, there is an intrinsic f"ih., 
"rthe new which characterizes the discourses of the postmodern andits celebrants tend to position themserves as theoretical andpolit ical avant-garrJes (iust as 'modern' 

theorists did in an earlierera) .
We will therefore use the term .postmoclernist, 

to describe theavatars of the postmodern within the fields of philosophy, .rttu.uttheory, and social theory. A postmodernist describ", ona usuallychampions imputed 
.breaks 

in knowledge, culture, and society,frequenrly artacking rhe modern while i jentifying with ;h" i;;ytout as new and ,radical, 
postmodern discourses ancl practices. Apostmodernist thus calls. for new categories, mocles of ihought andwriting' and values and porit ics to Jvercome the deficiencies ofmodern discourses and practices. Some postmoclern theorists, l ikeLyotard and Foucault, focus on developing alternative mocles ofknowledge and discourse, while others, I ike Baudrii lard, Jameson,and Harvey emphasize the forms of economy, society, culture, andexperience' within sociar theory, a postmoderniit craims thatthere are fundamental changes in society ond hirro.y *t i"t ..quii.new theories and conceptions. and ihat modern theories areunable to i l lunt inate these changes.  Jameson,  however,  ut i l izesmodern (primarily Marxist) theory to anaiyze postmodern culturarand social forms, while Habermas and _ony of his associatescrit icize what they consicler to be the ideological nature 

"f ;;: i_modern theory tout court. Laclau and Mouffe, by contrast, usepostmodern crit iques to go beyond Marxism and toieconstruct theproject of radical democracy.
Thus 

.not. everyone *" i ir.us in this book is a fulr-brownpostmodernist. Foucault eschews all labell ing p.o.edur., andnever identif ied with postmodern theory o. ur".l ih" t".* i" ;;;substantive way; moreover, in his later work Foucault sometimes

In Seqrch of the Po'

aligned his work wi

specified both conti
and the era which
explicit ly adopt thr
present new model
they counterpose i

Baudril lard was at l

to describe his worl
his own positions. I

label and Guattar
remain wedded to
continues to identi

In the following I

explications and <

variety of postmod
systematic discussi
Derrida, Kristeva,
postmodern theor
social and polit ica
have shown - the t
philosophy, culturt
theory does not Pr
in the postmodern
the theories of his
who we believe
theory, even if t
postmodernists.

Thus, we shal
whether we are o

within modernitY.
have the resource
We will not, howe
in th is  book.  no
society, culture, a
Instead, this text
postmodern theo
modern conditior
postmodern thec
crit ical theory ar
assess the contr



'1t : Critical Interrogatiorts

lernity (Merquior 19g6;
' '  (Calinescu 1987), or a
'nity (Welsch 1988). yet
rm - as it was introduced
, t ic  rupture or  break in
e postmodern therefore
lvent of something new,
rew categories, theories,
le this novum, this novel
is an intrinsic pathos of

:s of the postmodern and
,lves as theoretical and
heor is ts  d id in  an ear l ier

odernist' to describe the
ls of philosophy, cultural
rist describes and usually
;e, culture. and society,
lent i fy ing wirh whar thet ,
courses and practices. A
;s. modes of thought and
come the deficiencies of
ostmodern theor is ts ,  l ike
ing alternative modes of
ke Baudr i l lard,  Jameson,
rmy,  society,  cu l ture,  and
rstmodernist claims that
rnd history which require
at modern theories are
neson, however, uti l izes
lyze postmodern cultural
many of his associates

:ological nature of post-
{ouffe, by contrast, use
;m and to reconstruct the

Ls book is a full-blown
bell ing procedures and
or used the term in any
ork Foucault sometimes

In Seqrch of the Postmodent 3l

aligned his work with aspects of the Enlightenment tradition and
specified both continuities and discontinuities between modernity
and the era which followed it. Deleuze and Guattari do not
explicit ly adopt the discourse of the postmodern. but they do
present new models of theorv, practice, and subjectivity which
they counterpose and offer as alternatives to modern models.
Baudril lard was at f irst reluctant to embrace the term postmodern
to describe his work, but he now uses it upon occasion to identify
his own positions. Lyotard has expressed ambivalence toward the
label and Guattari has attacked it, while Laclau and Mouffe
remain wedded to many modern pol i t ica l  va lues and Jameson
continues to identify with Marxism.

In the following chapters, we attempt to provide cclmprehensive
explications and crit iques of postmodern theory, exploring a
variety of postmodern positions and perspectives. Yet we exclude
systematic discussion of such major poststructuralist theorists as
Derrida, Kristeva, Barthes, or Lacan who are often l inked to
postmodern theory. While their work can be articulated with
social and polit ical theory - as Ryan (1982) and Spivak (1987)
have shown - the main focus of most poststructuralist theory is on
philosophy, cultural theory, or psychoanalysis, and poststructuralist
theory does not provide an account of postmodernity or intervene
in the postmodern debates. Our book, by contrast, wil l focus on
the theories clf history, society, culture, and polit ics by theorists
who we believe contribute most to developing postmodern
theory, even if they do not explicit ly describe themselves as
postmodernists.

Thus. we shall discuss the opposing positions concerning
whether we are or arc not in a new postmodern age or are sti l l
within modernity, and whether modern theory does or does not
have the resources to deal with the problems of the present age.
We will not, however, do a sociological analvsis of postmodernity
in this book, nor do we assume that there is a postmodern
society, culture, and experience out there waiting to be described.
Instead, this text wil l be primarily a theoretical work dealing with
postmodern theories and is not another account of the 'post-

modern condition'. Our task wil l be to assess the extent to which
postmodern theories contribute to the project of developing a
crit ical theory and radical polit ics for the present age. We shall
assess the contr ibut ions and l i rn i ta t ions of  the theor ies under

;
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interrogat ion as to whether  they do or  do not  contr ibute sal ient
crit iques of nrodernity and modern theory, useful postmodern
theor ies,  methods,  n lodes of  wr i t ing.  and cul tura l  cr i t ic ism, ernd a
new postmodern pol i t ics.

In each studv of varic' lr,rs postmodern theorists, we shall examine
how they:  (1)  character ize and cr i t ic ize moderni ty  and i ts  d is-
courses; (2) postulate a break with nrodernity ancl nrodern theoryl
(3) producc alternative postmodern theories, positions, or perspec-
t ives;  (4)  creatc,  or  fa i l  to  create,  a theory of  postmoderni ty ;  and
(5) provide, or fail tc'r develop, a new postmodern polit ics adequate
to the supposed postmodern s i tuat ion.  We shal l  compare and
contrast the various crit iqucs of modernity, the characterizations
of the basic trends of postmodern culture or postmodernity, ancl
the development  of  postmodern theor ies in  Foucaul t ,  Deleuze and
Guat tar i ,  Baucl r i l lard,  Lyotard,  Jameson,  Laclau and Mouf fe .  We
cramine some recent  conf igurat ions of  feminism and postmodern-
ism, as wel l  as the ways that  the ear l ier  generat ion of  the Frank-
fur t  School ,  especia l ly  Adorno.  ant ic ipated cer ta in t rends of
postmodern theory. We also inquire into why Habermas and the
current generation of crit ical thcorists havc for the nrost part
rejected postmodern theory as a species of irrationalism.

We shal l  dc l ineate ( )ur  own theoret ica l  perspect ives as we
proceed and wi l l  e laborate our  theoret ica l  and pol i t ica l  posi t ions in
more deta i l  in  the conclus ion.  Our pro ject  thereforc is  to  in terpret
and come to terms with postmodern theorv as a challenge to
modern theory' and polit ics which contains both prornising new
perspect ives and problemat ica l  aspects.  We do not  ourselves
accept the postmodern postulate of a radical rupture or break in
his tory which requi res tota l ly  new theor ies and mclde-s of  thought .
Yet we recognize important changes in vast domains of society and
culture wlrich recluire a reconstruction of social and cultural
theory,  and which somet imes warrant  the term 'postmodern '  in
thcory,  the ar ts ,  society.  and pol i t ics.  L ikewisc- .  we accept  some
aspects of thc postmodern crit ique of modernity and its theclries,
but  are not  ready e i ther  to throw out  a l l  the theor ies and methods
of  the past  or  to  renounce moderni ty  a l together .  We shal l  nei ther
be apologists  and celebrants of  the d iscourse of  the postmodern,
nor  shal l  we be merely  d ismiss ive.  Instead,  we shal l  be open to i ts
chal lenges and cr i t iques,  whi le  scept ica l  of  some of  i ts  exaggera-
t ions and rhetor ic .
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it .  or a dcvcloprne nt within i t .  Nor is thcrc agrccnrcnt conccrning what are
thc clct ining featurcs of postmode rnism as a modc of culture.

3. Wc are aware thnt some vcrsions of modcrn social thcorv do not
fol low posit ivist corrcsponclcnce thL-ories of truth r 'rr  intcrprct categorics
as 'covcring clcviccs' or 'picturcs' of social real i ty. instcad using cirtcgories
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real i ty. Yet much modcrn thcory fol lows Enlightcnmcnt models of
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pos tmodcrn  pcrspcc t ives  on  soc ic ty ;  sec  Anton io  and Kc l lnc r  1991.

4. lJabcrnras also projcctcd thc pc'rssihi l i ty of a postnroclcrn social
organization in Legit imatiorr Crr.r ' l . r  (197-5: p. 17), rvr i t ing: 'Thc intcrcst
beh ind  thc  cxanr ina t ion  o( ' c r i s is  tcnc lenc ics  in  Ia tc -  and pos t -cap i ta l i s t
class socicl ics is in cxploring thc possibi l i t ics of a "post-rnodern" society -

that is, a historical ly ncw principle of orgirnization and not ir  dif fcrcnt
nanrc  fo r  the  surpr is ing  v igor  o f  an  agcd cap i ta l i sm. 'Yc t  Habcr rnas  has
never  rca l l v  unc lc r takcn  an  inqu i ry  in to  what  migh t  fo l low modcrn i t , v  and
has gcncral ly '  trcatccl postmodcrn thcorics as irrat ion:r l ist ide-ologies - a
point that wc takc up in Cihapter 7.

5. On cl iscoursc thcorv, sce Coward and Ell is 
' l977 

anct Maccloncl l
l9[ i6. Call inicos ( 1985: p. t t6f .  )  dist inguishcs bctwccn a vcrsiori  of I inguis-
t ic idcal ism hc f inds in poststructural isrn which hc terms tcxtual ism (that
rccluccs cverything to tcxtual i ty, to discursivc forrnations). contrasted tcr
rvhat hc cal ls rvorldlv poststructural ism that irr t iculatcs the said and thc
unsaid. thc discursivc ancl thc non-cl iscursivc. 'Tcxtual ism. howcvcr.
dcn ics  us  thc  poss ib i l i t y  o l  cvcr  cscap ing  thc  d iscurs ivc . 'Most  o f  thc
postmodcrn theory which rvc shal l  cxanrinc is worldly in this scnsc. but
somctimcs comes close to discursivc rcductionisnr. or tcxtual ism.

6 .  Wc arc  us ing 'c r i t i c : r l  thcory '  hc rc  in  thc  gcncra l  scnsc  o f  c r i t i ca l
social antl  cultural thcory and not in thc spccif ic scnse that rclcrs to thc
cri t ical thcorv of socicty dcvclopccl by thc Frankfurt School. whose
projcct u'c discuss in Chaptcr 7.
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