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Fredric Jameson

Professor of comparative literature, Fredric
Jameson (1934~ ) has commented widely on
contemporary literature, art, and culture. in the
following essay, orlginally published in 1984,
Jameson presents a Marxist critique of postmod-
ernism as an expression of the current state
of capitalist society, “late capitalism.” The phe-
nomena that postmodernists interpret as signal-
ing a discontinuity with modernity Jameson sees
instead as symptoms of underlying political-
economic realities that are continuous with
earlier phases of capitalism. Far from treating
cultural phenomena In the non-economic style
of postmodernism, Jameson suggests that the
hallmark of postmodern culture is the absorption
of culture by multinational capital, the final over-
coming of the partial independence that art and
theory had been permitted by earller forms
of capitalism. He Is a harsh critic of postmodern
theory for celebrating, rather than criticizing,
these developments.

The last few years have been marked by an inverted
millenarianism in which premonitions of the
future, catastrophic or redemptive, have been re-
placed by senses of the end of this or that (the end of
ideology, art, or social class; the “crisis” of Lenin-
ism, social democracy, or the welfare state, etc.,
etc.); taken together, all of these perhaps constitute
what is increasingly called postmodernism. The
case for its existence depends on the hypothesis of
some radical break or coupure, generally traced back
to the end of the 1950s or the early 1960s.

As the word itself suggests, this break is most
often related to notions of the waning or extinetion

of the hundred-year-old modern movement (er
its ideological or aesthetic repudiation}. Thus 4|
stract expressionism in painting, exiszendalisrﬁ
philosophy, the final forms of representation in the
novel, the films of the great auteurs, or the mode;
ist school of poetry (as institutionalized and cang
ized in the works of Wallace Stevens) all are fig
seen as the final, extraordinary flowering of a high®
modernist impulse which is spent and exhatste
with them. The enumeration of what follows, theg;
at once becomes empirical, chaotic, and heterog
neous: Andy Warho! and pop art, but also pha
realism, and beyond it, the “new expressionisni i
the moment, in music, of John Cage, but also

synthesis of classical and “popular” styles found " -
composers like Phil Glass and Terry Riley, and alsh

punk and new wave rock (the Beatles and i
Stones now standing as the high-modernist |

ment of that more recent and rapidly evolvitig !

tradition); in film, Godard, post-Godard, and g

perimental cinema and video, but also a whole niew
type of commercial film (about which more belaw)
Burroughs, Pynchon, or Ishmael Reed, on the 6
hand, and the French nouveau roman’ and its s

i Neo-Expressionism, a predominantly German styk
painting from the 1960s to mid-1980s (c.g. see the work o
Georg Baselitz). 3
*Lirerally, “new novel,” this refers to the French anti-
novel of the 1950s and 1960s. ‘
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sion, on the other, along with alarming new
ds of literary criticism based on some new aes-
hetic of rextuality or éeriture ... i The list might be
ostended indefinitely; but does it imply any more
fundamental change or break than the periodicstyle
and fashion changes determined by an older high-
mudemist imperative of stylistic innovation?

Ttis in the realm of architecture, however, that
modifications in aesthetic production are most
aramatically visible, and that their theoretical prob-

ces

- Jems have been most centrally raised and articula-

ted; it was indeed from architectural debates that
my own conception of postmodernism - as it will be
outlined in the following pages — initially began ta
emerge. More decisively than in the other arts or
imedia, postmodernist positons in architecture
have been inseparable from an implacable critique
of architectural high modernism and of Frank
Lloyd Wright or the so-called international style
(Le Corbusier, Mies, etc), where formal criticism
and analysis (of the high-modernist transformation
of the building into a virtual sculpture, or monu-
mental “duck,”" as Robert Venturi puts ity are at
one with reconsiderations on the level of urbanism
and of the aesthetic instirution. High modernism is
thus credited with the destruction of the fabric of
the traditional city and its older neighborhood cul-
ture (by way of the radical disjunction of the new
Utopian high-modernist building from its sur-
rounding context), while the prophetic elitism and
authoritarianism of the modern movement are re-
morselessly identified in the imperious gesture of
the charismatic Master.

Postmodernism in architecture will then logically
enough stage itselfas 2 kind of aesthetic populism, as
the very title of Venturi’s influential manifesto,
Learning from Las Vegas, suggests. However, we
may ultimately wish to evaluate this populist rhet-
oric,” it has at least the merit of drawing our atten-
tion to one fundamental feature of all the
postmodernisms enumerated above: namely, the
effacement in them of the older (essentially high-
modernist) frontier between high culture and so-
called mass or commerical culture, and the emer-
gence of new kinds of texts infused with the forms,
categories, and contents of that very culture indus-
# Writing.

WA category of building-as-sculpture, formulated by
Robert Venturi in his Learning from Las Vegas, The term
is taken from a photograph of 2 duck-shaped drive-in on
Long Island in Peter Blake's God's Own Junkyard: The

Planned Deterioration of America's Landscape.
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try so passionately denounced by all ths
of the modern, from Leavis” and the Ame: 2w
Criticism" all the way to Adorno and the Frankfurt
School. The postmodernisms have, in fact, been
fascinated precisely by this whole “‘degraded” land-
scape of schlock and kitsch, of TV series and Read-
er’s Digest culture, of advertising and motels, of the
fate show and the grade-B Hollywood film, of so-
called paraliterature, with its airport paperback cat-
egories of the gothic and the romance, the popular
biography, the murder mystery, and the science
fiction or fantasy novel: materials they no longer
simply “quote,” as a Joyce or a Mahler might have
done, but incorporate inte their very substance.
Nor should the break in question be thought of
as a purely cultural affair: indeed, theories of the

can

postmodern — whether celebratory or couched in
the language of moral revulsion and denunciation —
bear a strong family resemblance to all those more
ambitious sociclogical generalizations which, at
much the same time, bring us the news of the
arrival and inauguration of a whole new type of
society, most famously baptized “postindustrial so-
ciety” (Daniel Bell) but often also designated con-
sumer society, media society, informatien society,
electronic society or high tech, and the like. Such
theories have the obvious ideological mission of
demonstrating, to their own relief, that the new
social formation in question no longer obeys the
Taws of classical capitalism, namely, the primacy of
industrial production and the omnipresence of class
struggle. The Marxist tradition has therefore
resisted them with vehemence, with the signal ex~
ception of the economist Ernest Mandel, whose
book Late Capitalism sets out not merely 1o anato-
mize the- historic originality of this new society
(which he sees as a third stage or moment in the
evolution of capital) but also to demonstrate that it
is, if anything, a purer stage of capitalism than any
of the moments that preceded it. I will return to this
argument later; suffice it for the moment to antici-
pate a point that will be argued [in chapter 2],
namely, that every position on postmodernism in
culture — whether apologia or stigmatization - is
also ar one and the same time, and necessarily, an
implicitly or explicitly political stance on the nature
of multinational capitalism today.

¥ Frank Leavis (1895-1978) cvaluated literature
according to the author’s moral standing.

" Post-World War I critical school advocating purely
internal analysis of literary texts.
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A last preliminary word on method: what follows
is not to be read as stylistic description, as the
account of one cultural style or movement among
others. 1 have rather meant to offer a periodizing
hypothesis, and that at 2 moment in which the very
conception of historical periodization has come t0
seem most problematical indeed. 1 have argued
elsewhere that all isolated or discrete cultural an-
alysis always involves 2 buried or repressed theory
of historical periodization; in any case, the concep-
tion of the “genealogy” largely lays to rest trad-
itional theorerical worries about so-called linear
history, theories of tsrages,” and teleological his-
toriography. In the present comisxt, however,
lengthier theoretical discussion of such (very real)
issues can perhaps be replaced by a few substantive
remarks.

One of the concerns frequently aroused by peri-
odizing hypotheses is that these tend to obliterate
difference and to project an jdea of the historical
period 2s massive homogeneity (bounded on either
side by inexplicable chronological metamorphoses
and punctuation marks). This is, however, pre-
cisely why it seems to me essential to grasp post-
modernism not as a style but rather as a cultural
dominant: a conception which allows for the pres-
ence and coexistence of a range of very different,
yet subordinate, features.

Consider, for example, the powerful alternative
position that postmodernism is irself lirtle more
than one more Stage of modernism proper (if not,
indeed, of the even older romanticism); it may
indeed be conceded that all the features of post-
modernism 1 am about to enumerate can be
detected, full-blown, in this or that preceding mod-
ernism (including such astonishing genealogical
precursors as Gertrude Stein, Raymond Roussel,
or Marcel Duchamp, who may be considered out-
right postmodernists, avant 1a lettre)."® What has
not been taken into account by this view, however,
is the social position of the older modernism, or
better still, its passionate repudiation by an older

Victorian and post-Victorian bourgeoisie for whom

its forms and ethos are received as being variously

ugly, dissonant, obscure, scandalous, immoral,
subversive, and generally antisocial.” Tt will be
argued here, however, that 2 mutation i the sphere
of culture has rendered such attitudes archaic. Not

W «Before the word.” Gertrude Stein (1874-1946),
American writer and poet; Raymond Roussel (1877~
1933), French writer; Marcel Duchamp (1887-1968),
French painter.

“'The Cultural Logic of Latz Czpitalism”

only are Picasso and Joyce no longer ugly; they now sense, as throughout class history, the underside of f: : :
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simple one-to-
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whole global, vet American, postmodern cultir
the internal and superstrucmral expression
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commodification, and how an unparalleled quan-
tum leap in the alienation of daily life in the city can
now be experienced in the form of a strange new
hallucinatory exhilaration — these are some of the
questions that confront us in this moment of our
inquiry. Nor should the human figure be exempted
from investigation, although it seems clear that for
the newer aesthetic the representation of space
itself has come to be felt as incompatible with the
representation of the body: a kind of aesthetic div-
ision of labor far more pronounced than in any of
the earlier generic conceptions of landscape, and 2
most ominous symptom indeed. The privileged
space of the newer art is radically antianthropo-
morphic, as in the empty bathrooms of Doug
Bond’s work. The ultimate contemporary fetishiza-
tion of the human body, however, takes a very
different direction in the statues of Duane Hanson:
what I have already called the simulacrum, whose
peculiar function lies in what Sartre would have
called the derealization of the whole surrounding
world of everyday reality. Your moment of doubt
and hesitation as to the breath and warmth of these
polyester figures, in other words, tends to return
upon the real human beings moving about you in
the museum and to transform them also for the
briefest instant into so many dead and flesh-colored
simulecra in their own right. The world thereby
momentarily loses its depth and threatens to
become a glossy skin, a stereoscopic illusion, a
rush of filmic images without density. But is this
now a terrifying or an exhilarating experience?

It has proved fruitful to think of such experi-
ences in terms of what Susan Sontag, in an influen-
tal statement, isolated as “camp.” I propose a
somewhat different cross-light on it, drawing on
the equally fashionable current theme of the “sub-
lime,” as it has been rediscovered in the works of
Edmund Burke and Kant; or perhaps one might
want to yoke the two notions together in the form of
something like a camp or “hysterical” sublime ¥
The sublime was for Burke an experience border-
ing on terror, the fitful glimpse, in astonishment,
stupor, and awe, of what was so enormous as to
crush human life altogether: a description then
refined by Kant to include the question of repre-
sentation itself, so that the object of the sublime
becomes not only a matter of sheer power and of the
*¥  The distinction between the beautiful and the sublime
is traditional in aesthetic theory, the former often being
understood as what is well-formed and pleasing, the latter
as what is awesome, beyond comprehension,

1Y

physical incommensurability of the hurma;
ism with Nature but also of the limits of £
and the incapacity of the human min,
representation to such enormous forces
forces Burke, in his historical moment ar #4g d:
of the modern bourgeois state, was ‘only, '51

duction of electric and combustion motors since
the 90s of the 19th century; machine production
of electronic and nuclear-powered apparatuses
since the 40s of the 20th century — these are the
three general revolutions in technology engen-
dered by the capitalist mode of production since
the “original” industrial revolution of the later
18th century.’

This periodization underscores the general thesis of
- Mandel's book Late Capitalism; namely, that there
: have been three fundamental moments in capital-
sm, each one marking a dialectical expansion over

form of the image of Nature in our own timy

Today, however, it may be possible to thi
this in a different way, at the moment of
eclipse of Nature itself: Heidegger’s *“field pas
after all, irredeemably and irrevocably destrg
late capital, by the green revolution, by neggil
ism and the megalopolis, which runs its sit
ways over the older fields and vacant lots?
Heidegger's “house of being” into condormifi
if not the most miserable unheated, rat
tenement buildings. The other of our society:
that sense no lenger Nature at all, as i
precapitalist societies, but something elsé
we must now identify. .

1 am anxious that this other thing not overh:
be grasped as technology per se, since I will
show that technelogy is here irself a figixe
something else. Yet technology may well serv

pwn, wrongly called postindustrial, but what might
better be termed multinational, capital. I have al-
ready pointed out that Mandel’s intervention in

nineteenth-century analysis, constitutes, on the
contrary, the purest form of capital yet to have
emerged, a prodigious expansion of capital into
- hitherto uncommodified areas. This purer capital-
ism of our own time thus eliminates the enclaves of
precapitalist organization it bad hitherto tolerated
znd exploited in a tributary way. One is tempted to
speak in this connection of a new and historically
original penetration and colonization of Nature and
the Unconscious: that is, the destruction of preca-
pitalist Third World agriculture by the Green
Revolution, and the rise of the media and the ad-
vertising industry. At any rate, it will also have been
clear that my own cultural periodization of the
stages of realism, modernism, and postmodernism

against us in unrecognizable forms and see
constitute the massive dystopian horizons
collective as well as our individual praxis:

Technological development is howeve:
Marxist view the result of the developmen
ital rather than some ultiately determini
stance in its own right. It will thereft
appropriate to distinguish several generatidnSsuliss
machine power, several stages of technol it
revolution within capital itself. I here follow E: “ﬁfw
Mandel, who outlines three such fund 5
breaks or quantum leaps in the evolutio
chinery under capital:

tite scheme.

We may therefore speak of our own period as the
Third Machine Age; and it is at this point that we
must reintroduce the problem of aesthetic repre-
sentation already explicitly developed in Kant’s

ent stages of technalogical development.

It is appropriate to recall the excitement of ma-
chinery in the moment of capital preceding our
own, the exhilaration of futurism, most notably,
and of Marinetti’s celebration of the machine gun
and the motorcar. These are still visible emblems,
sculptural nodes of energy which give tangibilicy

The fundamental revolutions in power t
ogy — the technology of the produ
motive machines by machines — thus.
as the determinant moment in revolutiof
technology as a whole. Machine product
steam-driven motors since 1848; machin
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and figuration to the motive enargi
earlier moment of modernization. The prestige of
these great streamlined shapes can be messured
by their metaphorical presence in Le Corbusier’s
buildings, vast Utopian structures which ride like so
many gigantic steamship liners upon the urban
scenery of an older fallen earth.* Machinery exerts
another kind of fascination in the works of artists
like Picabia and Duchamp,® whom we have
no time to consider here; but let me mention, for
completeness’ sake, the ways in which revolution-
ary or communist artists of the 1930s zlso sought
to resppropriate this excitement of machine
energy for 2 Promethean reconstruction of human
society as 2 whale, as in Fernand Léger and Diego
Rivera.

It is immediately obvious that the technology
of our own moment no longer possesses this same
capacity for representation: not the turbine, nor
even Sheeler’s grain elevators or smokestacks, not
the baroque elaboration of pipes and conveyor
belts, nor even the streamlined profile of the rail-
road train — all vehicles of speed still concentrated
at rest — but rather the computer, whose outer sheli
has no emblematic or visual power, or even the
casings of the various media themselves, as with
that home appliance called television which articu-
lates nothing but rather implodes, carrying its flat-
tened image surface within itself,

Such machines are indeed machines of repro-
duction rather than of production, and they make
very different demands on our capacity for aes-
thetic representation than did the refatively mi-
metic idolatry of the older machinery of the
futurist moment, of some older speed-and-energy
sculpture. Here we have less to do with kinetic
energy than with all kinds of new reproductive
processes; and in the weaker productions of post-
modernism the zesthetic embodiment of such pro-
cesses often tends to slip back more comfortably
into 2 mere thematic representation of content —
into narratives which are abour the processes of
reproduction and include movie cameras, video,
tape recorders, the whole technology of the pro-
duction and reproduction of the simulacrum. (The
shift from Antonioni’s modernist Blow-Up to
DePzlma’s postmodernist Blomont is here paradig-
matic.) When Japanese architects, for example,
model a building on the decorative imitation of

% Prench painters Francis Picabia (1879-1953) and
Marcel Duchamp were associated with abstraction, Sur-
realism, and Dadaism,

(€
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stacks of cassettes, then the solution is at best the-
matic and allusive, although often humorous.

Yet something else does tend to emerge in the
most energetic postmodernist texts, and this is the
sense that beyond all thematics or content the work
seems somehow to tap the networks of the repro-
ductive process and thereby to afford us some
glimpse into 2 postmodern or technological sub-
lime, whase power or authenticity is documented
by the success of such works in evoking a whole
new postmodern space in emergence around us.
Architecrure therefore Temains in this sense the
privileged aesthetic language; and the distorting
and fragmenting reflections of one enormous glass
surface to the other can be taken as paradigmatic of
the central role of process and reproduction in
postmodernist culture.

As 1 have said, however, I want to avoid the

_implication that technology is in any way the “ul-
timately determining instance” either of our pre-
sent-day social life or of our cultural production:
such a thesis is, of course, ultimately at one with the
post-Marxist notion of a postindustrial society.
Rather, I want to suggest that our faulty represen-
tations of some immense communicztional and
computer network are themselves but a distorted
figuration of something even deeper, namely, the
whole world system of a present-day multinational
capitalism. The technology of contemporary soCi-
ety is therefore mesmerizing and fascinating not so
much in its own right but because it seems to offer
some privileged representational short hand for
grasping 2 network of power and control even
more difficult for our minds and imaginations to
grasp: the whole new decentered global network of
the third stage of capital itself. This is 2 figural
process presently best observed in a whole mode
of contemporary entertainment literarure — one is
tempted to characterize it as ““high-tech paranoia”
—in which the circuits and networks of some puta-
tive global computer hookup are narratively mobil~
ized by labyrinthine conspiracies of autonomous
but deadly interlocking and competing information
agencies in a complexity often beyond the capacity
of the normal reading mind. Yet conspiracy theory
(and its garish narrative manifestations) must be
seen as a degraded artempt —~ through the figuration
of advanced technology — to think the impossible
totality of the contemporary world system. It is in
terms of that enormous and threatening, yet only
dimly perceivable, other reality of economic and
social institutions that, in my opinion, the post-
modern sublime can alone be adequately theorized.

“the slogan of “postindustrial society”) i

and reprehensible in 2 cultural form of image ad-
diction which, by transforming the past into visual
[mirages, stereotypes, or texts, effectively abolishes
any practical sense of the future and of the collect-
ive project, thereby abandoning the thinking of
future change to fantasies of sheer catastrophe and
inexplicable cataclysm, from visions of “terrorism”
on the social level to those of cancer on the per-
sonal. Yet if postmodernism is a historical phenom-
enon, then the attempt to conceptualize it in terms
of moral or moralizing judgments must finally be
identified as a category mistzke. All of which be-
comes more obvious when we interrogate the pos-
ition of the cultural critic and moralist; the latter,
along with all the rest of us, is now so deeply
immersed in postmodernist space, so deeply suf-
fused and infected by its'new cultural categories,
that the luxury of the old-fashioned ideological
critique, the indignant moral denunciation of the
other, becomes unavailzble.

The distinction I am proposing here knows
one canonical form in Hegel’s differentiation
of the thinking of individual morality or moralizing
(Moralits) from that whole very different realm of
collective social values and practices (Sirrlirixkeft),s
But it finds its definitive form in Marx’s demon-
stration of the materialist dialectic, most notably
in those classic pages of the Manifesto which teach
the hard lesson of some more genuinely dialectical
. way to think historical development and change.
The topic of the lesson is, of course, the historical
development of capitalism itself and the deploy-
ment of a specific bourgeois culture. In a well~
known passage Marx powerfully urges us to do
the impossible, namely, to think this development
positively and negatively all at once; to achieve, in
other words, a type of thinking that would be
capable of grasping the demonstrably baleful fea~
tures of capitalism along with its extraordinary
and liberating dynamism simultaneously within a
single thought, and without attenuating 2ny of the
: force of either judgment. We are somehow to lift
our minds to 2 point at which it is possible to
understand that capitalism is at one and the same
time the best thing that has ever happened to the
buman race, and the worst. The lapse from this
austere dialectical imperative into the more com-
fortable stance of the taking of moral positions in
inveterate and all too human: still, the urgency of

Such narratives, which first tried to find expr;
sion through the generic structure of the spy-1i
have only recently crystallized in 2 new typé:
science fiction, called cyberpunk, which is fully
much an expression of transnational corporate rezf
ities as it is of global paranoia itself: William' G5t
son’s representational innovations, indeed;:
his work as an exceptional literary real
within a predominantly visual or aural postr
production.

a historical rather than a merely stylisti
1 cannot stress too greatly the radical dis
between a view for which the postmode
(optional) style among many others’ availaBl
one which seeks to grasp it as the cultural dominzs|
of the logic of late capitalism: the two appro; ki
fact generate two very different ways of conc
izing the phenomenon as a whole: on the ore’h
moral judgments (about which it is indiffg
whether they are positive or negative), and; ofi
other, a genuinely dialectical attempt ro think
present of time in History. gy

Of some positive moral evaluation of posth
erniem lirtle needs to be said: the complace;
delirious) camp-following celebration of th
thetic new world (including its social and econtmi;
dimension, greeted with equal enthusiasm

unacceptable, although it may be somewh:
obyious that current fantasies about the salvat
nature of high technology, from chips to: fob
fantasies entertained not only by both left ai
governments in distress but also by many inte
ruals — zre also essentially of a piece with
vulgar apologias for postmodernism. N
But in that case it is only consequent ¢
moralizing condemnations of the postmodért
of its essential triviality when juxtaposed 'z
the Utopian “high serfousness” of the great
ernisms: judgments one finds both on the Lél
on the radical Right. And no doubt the logi fit]
simulacrum, with its transformation of oldi
ities into television images, does more than miecel
replicate the logic of late capitalism; it reigfo
and intensifies it. Meanwhile, for political g
which seek actively to intervene in history &
modify its otherwise passive momenturm (w!
with 2 view toward channeling it into 2-
transformation of society or diverting it
regressive reestablishment of some simpler fa1
past), there cannot but be much that is depl

the subject demands that we make at least some
ffort to think the cultural evolution of late capital-
ism dialectically, as catastrophe and progress all
~together.

“The Cultural Logic of Lat

Such an effort suggests two immed
tions, with which we will conclude these reflec-
tions. Can we in fact identify some “moment of
truth” within the more evident “moments of false-
hood” of postmodern culture? And, even if we can
do so, is there not something ultimately paralyzing
in the dialectical view of historical development
proposed above; does it not tend to demobilize us
and to surrender us to passivity and helplessness by
systematically obliterating possibilities of action
under the impenetrable fog of historical incvitabil-
ity? It is appropriate to discuss these two (related)
issues in terms of current possibilities for some
effective contemporary cultural politics and for
the construction of a genuine political culture.

To focus the problem in this way is, of course,
immediately to raise the more genuine issue of the
fate of culture generally, and of the function of
culture specifically, as one social level or instance,
in the postmodern era. Everything in the previous
discussion suggests that what we have been calling
postmodernism is inseparable from, and unthink-
able without the hypothesis of, some fundamental
mutation of the sphere of culture in the world of
late capitalism, which includes 2 momentous modi-
fication of its social function. Older discussions of
the space, function, or sphere of culture {mostly
notably Herbert Marcuse’s classic essay “The Af-
firmative Character of Culture™) have insisted on
what a different language would ¢zl the “semiaut-
onomy” of the cultural realm: its ghostly, yet Uto-
pian, existence, for good or ill, above the practical
world of the existent, whose mirror image it throws
back in forms which vary from the legitimations of
flattering resemblance to the contestatory indict-
ments of critical satire or Utopian pain.

What we must now ask ourselves is whether it is
not precisely this semiautonomy of the culrural
sphere which has been destroyed by the logic of
late capitalism. Yet to argue that culture is todzy no
longer endowed with the relative autonomy it once
enjoyed as one level among others in earlier
mornents of capitalism (let alone in precapitalist
societies) is not necessarily to imply its diseppear-
ance or extinction. Quite the contrary; we must g0
on to affirm that the dissolution of an autonomous
sphere of culture is rather to be imagined in terms
of an explosion: a prodigious expansion of culture
throughout the social realm, to the point at which

everything in our social life — from economic
value and state power to. practices and to the
very structure of the psyche itself - can be said to
have become “cultural” in some original and yet
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untheorized sense. This proposition is, however,
substantively quite consistent with the previous
diagnosis of a society of the image or the simulac-
rum and a transformation of the “real” into so
many pseudoevents.
It also suggests that some of our most cherished
and time-honored radical conceptions about the
nature of cultural politics may thereby find them-
selves outmoded. However distinct those concep-
tions — which range from slogans of negarivity,
opposition, and Subversion to critique and reflexiv-
ity — may have been, they all shared a single, fun-
damentally spatial, presupposition, which may be
resumed in the equally time-honored formula of
“critical distance.” No theory of cultural politics
current on the Left today has been able to do
without one notion or anather of 2 certain minimal
aesthetic distance, of the possibility of the position~
ing of the cultural act outside the massive Being of
capital, from which to assault this last. What the
‘burden of our preceding demonstration suggests,
however, is that distance in general (including
“eritical distance” in particular) has very precisely
been abolished in the new space of postmodernism.
We are submerged in its henceforth filled and suf-
fused volumes to the point where our now post-
modern bodies are bereft of spatial coordinates and
practically (let alone theoretically) incapable of dis-
tantiation; meanwhile, it has already been observed
how the prodigious new expansion of multinational
capital ends up penetrating and colonizing those
very precapitalist enclaves (Mature and  the
Unconscious) which offered extraterritorial and
Archimedesan footholds for critical effectivity. The
shorthand language of co-optation is for this reason
omnipresent on the left, but would now seem to
offer a most inadequate theoretical basis for under-
standing a situation in which we 2ll, in one way or
another, dimly feel that not only puncrual and local
countercultural forms of cultural resistance and
guerrilla warfare but also even overtly political
interventions like those of The Clash™* are all
some how secretly disarmed and reabsorbed by a
system of which they themselves might well be
considered 2 part, since they can achieve no dis~
tance from it.

What we must now affirm is that it is precisely
this whole extraordinarily demoralizing and de-
pressing original new global space which is the
“moment of truth” of postmodernism. What has

sil A4 English punk-based but mainstream rock band,
active in the late 19705 and early 1980s.

been called the postmodernist “sublime” is onl:
the moment in which this content has becom
most explicit, has moved the closest to the surfice
of consciousness as a.coherent new type of space
its own right — even though a certain figural cops
cealment or disguise is still at work here, mgst
notably in the high-tech thematics in which -thy
new spatial content is still dramatized and artie:
lated. Yet the earlier features of the postmodeny
which were enumerated above can all now be seen’
a5 themselves partial (yet constitutive) aspects of"
the same general spatial object. L it
“The argument for a certain authenticity in these:
otherwise patently ideological productions depend:
on the prior proposition that what we have béer
calling postmodern (or multinational) space is'no
merely a cultural ideology or fantasy but has géndl
ine historical (and socioeconomic) reality as a third
great original expansion of capitalism aroupd:th
globe (after the earlier expansions of the nafiprial
market and the older imperialist system, W
cach had their own cultural specificity and gener:
ated new types of space appropriate to their dynaii:
ics). The distorted and unreflexive attempts}of
newer cultural production to explore and 1o express
'this new space must then also, in their own fashior
be considered as so many approaches to the'ré
sentation of (a new) reality (to use 2 moreiag
quated language). As paradoxical as the terms
seem, they may thus, following a classic fiteipr
ive option, be read as peculiar new forms of reali
(or at least of the mimesis of reality), while 4t
same time they can equally well be analyzed s
many attempts to distract and divert us front:
reality or to disguise its contradictions and e

totalizing space of the new world system, which
F}emands the intervention and elaboratio;x of an
internationalism of a radically new type? The dis~
astrous realignment of socialist revolution with the
older mationalisms (not only in Southeast Asia)
whose results have necessarily aroused much ser—'
ious recent left reflection, can be adduced in sup-
port of this position. .

Butifall this is so, then at least one possible form
ofa new radical cultural politics becomes evident,
with a final aesthetic proviso that must quickly br.:
noted. Left cultural producers and theorists — par-
Ficular]y those formed by bourgeois cultural trad-
itions issuingA from romanticism and valorizing
sponganeous, instinctive, or unconscious forms of
“genius,” but also for very obvious historimi

reasons such as Zhdanovism™ and the sorry con-
sequences of political and party interventions in the
arts — have often by reaction allowed themselves to
. be L}nduly intimidated by the repudiation, in bour-
.gems aesthetics and most notably in high modern-
. ism, of one of the age-old functions of art — the
p'edagogxcal and the didactic. The teaching func-
: tion of art was, however, always stressed in classical
- times (even though it there mainly took the form of
mora! lessons), while the prodigious and still im-~
perfectly understood work of Brecht reaffirms, in a
new and formally innovative and original Wav‘ for
i the mO!chnt of modernism proper, a ccmplcyz ’new
conception of the relationship between culture and
pedagogy. The cultural model I will propose simi-
a:r[y fo.regrounds the cognitive and pedagogical
- dmensxgns of political art and culture, dimensions
stressed in very different ways by both Lukdcs and
Brecht™ (for the distinct moments of realism and

them in the guise of various formal mystiﬁcatﬁe‘ e modernism, respectively).

5

As for that reality itself, however — the 25
untheorized original space of some new ‘ol
system” of multinational or late capitd 1Sty
space whose negative or baleful aspects 2réig
too obvious — the dialectic requires us to ol
equally to a positive or “progressive” evaluation
of its emergence, as Marx did for the world:mz,
as the horizon of national econosmies, or as.LE
did for the older imperialist global networks
neither Marx nor Lenin was socialism a tmiar
rerurning to smaller (and thereby less r‘e'pjr
and comprehensive) systems of social organizat!
rather, the dimensions atrained by capital
own times were grasped as the promise, thi
work, and the precondition for the achieve!
some new and more comprehensive sock
this not the case with the yet more glgbﬁ

S
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o ’Ithc ;SSR’S policy of strict control of the arts
ollowing World War I, named after its

Do executor, A. A,
P .

= Gyérgy Luk‘am {1885-1971), Hungarian philosopher
Mwho authored an idealist reinterpretadon of Marxism, and
B;nolt Brecht (1898-1956), radical German piay\w‘ight
who employed “distancing-effects™ ¢ v on
i el 0 prevent suspension
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| The originality of Charles Jeacks's pathbreaking Lan-
i guage of Post-Modern Architecture (1977) lay in its well-
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) We cannot, however, return 10 zes
tices e?abcmtcd on the basis of historica! situations
:md' dilemmas which are no longer ous. '\/’v;a;\-
while, the conception of space that has bcér:'d-c—
veloped here suggests that a model of political
cullmre appropriate to our own situation will neces~
san!y}hfxve to raise spatial issues as its fundamental
organizing concern. I will therefore provisionally
define the aesthetic of this new (and hypothetical)
cultural form as an aesthetic of cogni‘n've rr;a -
ping.... ’

A.n aesthetic of cognitive mapping — a peda-
lgog.chal political culture which secks to endow the
md.lvxdual subject with some new heightened sense
of its place in the global system — will necessarily
have to respect this now enormously complex rep-
resenm-mana! dialectic and invent radically new
forms in order to do it justice. This is not then
dearly, a call for a return to some older kind o;

njaachmcry, some older and more transparent na-
.noual space, or some more traditional and reassur-
ing. .pcrspcctival or mimetic enclave: the new
political art (if it is possible at all) will have to
holr-:l to the truth of postmodernism, that is to say,
to its fundamental object — the world space o‘f
fnum.national capital — at the same time at which
itachieves a breakthrough to some as yet unimagin-
able new mode of representing this last, in w;ich
we may again begin to grasp our positioning as
m(limdual and collective subjects and regain a zzp-
acity to act and struggle which is at present neu-
trahzeq by our spatial as well zsA our social
Fonfusxon. The political form of postmodernism

{f ther? ever is any, will have as its vocation thé
invention and projection of a global cognitive map-
ping, on a social as well as a spatial scale.

brac-

nigh dialectical combination of postmodern archirec
ture and a certain kind of semiotics, each being
aRpcnlcd to to justify the existence of the ather. Semi-
oties becomes appropriate a5 a mode of aralysis of the
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newer architecture by virtue of the latter’s populism,
which does emit signs and messages t0 2 spatial “r:a'd»
ing public,” unlike the monumentality of (h}c -bxgh
modern. Meanwhile, the newer architecture is itself
thereby validated, insofar as it is accessible to Semiot%c
analysis and thus proves 1o be an essentially aevs[hcnc 4
object (rather than the transaesthetic \?cnsrfucncns of
the high modern). Here, then, aesthetics remfor«:tlasl an
ideology of communication {about which more wili be
shserved in the concluding chapter), and vice versa.
Besides Jencks's many valusble contributions, see also
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Jirgen Habermas

Former assistant to Theodor Adorno and heir to
the Frankfurt School legacy, philosopher, Jirgen
Habermas (1929~ ) made a mammoth contribu-
tion to the debate over modernity with his two-
volume Theory of Communicative Action (German
original, 1981; English, 1984 and 1987), based
largely on his notion of “communicative reason”
Weber, Adorno, and Horkheimer had neglected
the communicative essence of rationality in
favor of the purely instrumental rationality that
led to the “Dialectic of Enlightenment For Haber-
mas, as he titled a 1980 lecture, "Modernity"
is not misgulded, but “an Unfinlshed Project.’ His
reformulation of medernity Is based on the two
insights that: (a) rationality Is nherently {inguis-
tic and discursive, hence soclal; and (b) discourse
requires that interlocutors assume the possibil-
Ity of sincere, truth-governed speech.This means
that participants In discourse cannot regard all
of discourse as merely a matter of power and
self-interest. Consequently, Habermas rejects
the pessimism of Adorno and Horkheimer, as
well as the postmodern denlal of the transcend-
ence of norms: there remains, he claims, “a
moment of unconditionality of truth and free-
dom In human relations, despite the inroads of
the late modern “system” of maney and power.
- in the following selection from 1985, Haber-
= mas laments the traditional dependence of
both modern thought and Its postmodern critics
on a “subjectivist]’ non-soclal conception of
rationality.

The aporias' of the theory of power leave their
traces behind in the selective readings of genea-
logical historiography, whether of modern penal
procedure or of sexuality in modern times. Unset-
tled methodological problems are reflected in em~
pirical deficits. Foucault did indeed provide an
illuminating critique of the entanglement of the
human sciences in the philosophy of the subject:
These sciences try to escape from the azporetc
tangles of contradictory self-thematization by =
subject seeking to know itself, but in doing so
they become all the more deeply ensnared in the
self-reifications of scientism. However, Foucault
did not think through the aporias of his own ap-
proach well enough to see how his theory of power
was overtaken by a fate similar to that of the human
sciences rooted in the philosophy of the subject.
His theory tries to rise 2bove those pseudo-sciences
to a more rigorous objectivity, and in deing so it
gets caught all the more haopelessly in the trap of &
presentist historiography, which sees itself com-
pelled to a refativist self~denial and can give no
account of the normative foundations of its own

Aporia is a Greek term meaning an undecidable issue.

Jurgen Habermas, “An Alternative Way out of the Phl-
losophy of the Subject: Communicative versus Sub-
Ject-Centered Reason,’ pp. 2894-326 frem The
Phliosophical Discourse of Modernity (trans. Frederick
Lawrence). Cambridge, Mass: The MIT Press, 1887.
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