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It is commonly recognised, in Sociological philosophy, that modernity, as a concept, is a period of history between late c17 and mid c20[footnoteRef:1]; this is laden with confusion and contradiction. Modernity is linked to the philosophical Enlightenment of European c18; throwing off the shackles of faith based beliefs in favour of scientific reason and threat to established authoritative systems. [1: Eyerman.R Modernity and Social Movements https://publishing.cdlib.org/ucpressebooks/view?docId=ft6000078s&chunk.id=d0e1681&toc.id=&brand=ucpress accessed April 2018] 

The aim of this essay is threefold; firstly, to clarify enlightenment and modernity, secondly to consider the link between enlightenment and modernity and finally to consider whether postmodernism is an extension of self-critique or more societal critique, indistinguishable from it’s predecessors.

Epitomised by the phrase (reignited by Kant and then Foucault) ‘ Sapere aude’,  dare to know. Enlightenment for Kant infers an emergence from naivety (and its resulting ignorance)[footnoteRef:2].  [2:  Kant.I An Answer to the Question: "What is Enlightenment?" Konigsberg, Prussia, 30th September, 1784. http://library.standrews-de.org/lists/CourseGuides/religion/rs-vi/oppressed/kant_what_is_enlightenment.pdf last accessed April 2018] 

That the world in its entirety can be understood and is not something to be feared; which had been the ‘strapline’ of the dogmatic institutions up until that point.
The Enlightenment witnessed the evolution of a concept of the individual and it is this that seems to have caused contempt. On the political front Rousseau’s Social Contract, for example, championing individual autonomy, but not for the sole good of the self, more of a common good for society,’ to transform each individual, who on his own is a complete and solitary whole, into part of a greater whole from which he in a way receives his life and his being’[footnoteRef:3].  [3:  Rousseau J. The Social Contract http://www.earlymoderntexts.com/assets/pdfs/rousseau1762.pdf 2017 edition last accessed April 2018] 

Where the established governments represented individuals democratically rather than dogmatically. Threat to established authority by a society of individuals rather than a conglomerate of maniable beings in a dying civilisation[footnoteRef:4]. [4:  Zafirovski M. The Enlightenment and its effects on Modern Society Dec.2010p 146 ] 

The Enlightenment in its various guises was considered by many a force for good and modernity evolved out of this ‘liberation’ movement: freedom from dogma and freedom to enquire. As the essay title suggests there is confusion over precisely what modernity is. We are clear on its origins but struggle with placing the concept beyond that.
There are problems with adopting an operational concept of modernity but in order to be in a position to contemplate firstly a period of enlightenment and a concept of post-modernity, it is necessary to locate modernity in some tangible temporal location.  

Kant was working with modernity, Foucault suggests, as ‘the present, contemporary moment’[footnoteRef:5] with the move towards humans becoming fully autonomous by using reason. He considered that the main barrier to developmental progress being human immaturity and a desire to follow instructions of an established patriarchy such as the state or church; which is simply down to apathy and/or a fear of having to think for oneself. [5:  Wokler R. the enlightenment and modernity1999 P 190] 

Habermas attributes the groundwork of modernity to Kant’s rationality and the subjectivity of norms. This fits with Kantian Philosophical and moral focus on autonomy, but Habermas rightly points out that this does not promote unity.
However, Kant is cautious of the offerings of the Enlightenment suggesting it is a way out or get out clause. This is not to say that his overall attitude to the Enlightenment was negative, he simply observed that it may result in a loop hole allowing for one’s actions to result in a negative rather than positive outcome. 
Although it does not seem clear, Kant may be suggesting that Enlightenment is a way out of temporal restrictions; no historical era or particular past event [footnoteRef:6] and that any consideration of modernity is not based upon the past or future. If this is so then it places the self in a precarious position. It is likely however that Kant would consider this not a risk; reason necessarily exists, and with the development of the will enables an ability to dethrone authority; which seeks to maintain order by encouraging immaturity. Enlightenment allows us to develop the will by encouraging use of reason and Aude Sapere. enabling society to mature. So for Kant, using courage to take ownership of one’s reason is the attraction of the enlightenment, [6:  Foucault M. The Foucault reader edited by Rabinow P. 1991 p 34] 


 Whereas Hegel considered it necessary to move towards reason as being the foundation of modernity and the subjectivity promoted by Kant be decommissioned by the process of Enlightenment. Hegel dispelled the notion of nostalgic reason (seen in the aesthetic movement) playing a part of the contemporary; rather the progression of notion of self and society based on modern reasoning[footnoteRef:7]. [7:  Pippin R.B. Hegel, Modernity and Habermas Published in ‘The Monist’ Journal July 1991 p.329,330
] 

‘In modernity art was sublated into religion, faith into philosophy and civil society into the state.’ [footnoteRef:8] [8:  Ingram D. Habermas and the Dialectic of Reason 1989 p 82] 

Using reason as Hegel suggests as a form of absolute knowledge to the point of determinism seems to miss the point of modernity. Infact all that seems to be happening is replacing fate with determinism (the result of reason, which if a priori could be argued to be universal in nature).

It is the concept of the collective rather than a self-critique that characterises modernity and it’s ‘grande’ theories of Marxism for example. It is worth noting that there was a generally positive view of what modernity offered; seeing a type of devolution in all social arenas which would allow for increased liberty and social maturity.
However, from a modernists perspective this seems the optimal position with post modernists and post structualist offering a different view of what modernity is trying to achieve. The modernist self, being a collective self which is where the post-modernist focuses his attack.

Weber’s work on Modernity ‘stylizes’ the concept into a spatio­temporally neutral model for processes of social development in general [footnoteRef:9].  [9: (Habermas J. - The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity, lecture 1 May 1989 https://www.jstor.org/stable/191256?readnow=1&refreqid=excelsior%3Aabf19683cd3417a0da535a09016253c5&seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents  last accessed April 2018
] 

According to Habermas, Weber attempts to dissociate modernity from the historical Enlightenment and its focus on rationality and this acting as a tool for legitimacy. Weber misrepresents modernity as undermining individualism rather than Habermas’ more progressive interpretation. This may, in part, be put down to Weber’s dualist approach to rationality. With instumenatlist rationality being at odds with value rationality. creation of new world-views offering the same restrictive limitations present before the Enlightenment. Habermas indicates that Weber’s analysis of modernity restricts the limits of rationality; for example, focus on ethics,[footnoteRef:10] [10:  http://www.dphu.org/uploads/attachements/books/books_2795_0.pdf  Habermas, J The Theory of Communicative Action vol.1 1984] 


One approach to the Enlightenment as a process, is the consideration that it naturally defaults to modernity. Modernity is defined within time; maybe as the present, and to some extent should be distinguishable from contemporary. Contemporary seems to be simply a present state in time (which succeeds previous states in time) whereas Modernity appears to be more than this. Modernity makes a claim, not only it’s temporal location but some type of progression. Modernity can present negative subtexts about the past; which was insufficient in some way[footnoteRef:11]. [11:  Tate J.W. Kant, Habermas and the philosophical legitimacy of modernity 1997 http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/004724419702700302?journalCode=jesa 
] 


As the predominant feature of modernity inherited from the Enlightenment is rationality, with a universal rationality comes a universal order. This position has an air of determination about it which one could argue negates the anti-dogmatic Enlightened society. Kant is arguably optimistic in his view of universal rationality; the very fact that being human defaults to rational being. It is true to an extent that he considered reason a priori and let’s say that this is the case, the ability to access and execute said reason is not universal. The Enlightenment only existed for particular social and intellectual groups in society, and the idea of liberation was arguably a luxury of those already afforded freedom. 

Contrary to idea of universal reason and rationality, modernity has produced a profusion of social systems and social theories; there is no one universal social reality. As such ideas that are totalitarian in nature (intellectually or otherwise) such as Marxism is doomed to fail. By taking the Kantian a priori reason; a society that was a ‘blank canvas’ may feasibly be able to construct a totalitarian system if it’s human subjects were also a blank slate – this contradicts any a priori knowledge such as reasoning. The problem lies with humans having pre-conceived notions of what the world should be and thus basing reason on these pre-conceived notions as they have committed the offence of Hume’s Guillotine – any pre conveived notion becomes an is. 

Habermas considers modernity an ‘unfinished project’ of the enlightenment which is, to some extent, true and will remain so with the emergence of post modernism and post structuralism. A project of intellectual development to take forward human autonomy, which has been contained within history of mythology and social constraint. According to Habermas ‘only such a project could be universal eternal and the immutable qualities of all of humanity be revealed’[footnoteRef:12]. Enlightenment embraced change; modernity sought to’ pin it down’. [12:  Harvey D. The Condition of postmodernity 1992 p 12  https://selforganizedseminar.files.wordpress.com/2011/07/harvey_condition_postmodern.pdf] 

Modernity for Habermas has a clear historical narrative yet a reconstruction of social norms and rationality. The very fact that Habermas refers to modernity as a project situates it within a temporal dimension yet infers some type of progression rather than a static place in time. This can of course be the cause of some postmodernist ‘upset’. ‘Post’modernism relies on modernism being ‘pinned down’ to an era; ‘post’ is a prefix of after; if there is no set point in time at which modernism ceases then the whole concept of postmodernism is meaningless.
It could be argued that this is simply a play on syntax but it is reasonable to propose that postmodernism is ‘jumping the gun’. It is trying to attack arguments that have not been concluded and is therefore a futile exercise.

Habermas’ claim that modernity is an unfinished project may satisfy the dissatisfaction surrounding the confusion of what modernity is. 

Postmodernity is a clear response to the more classical framework of modernity, with its grand narratives which aim for an objective reality.  This framework, for the post-modernist, is not fit for purpose in regards to the development of the self or self-reflexivity; where individuals are no longer structurally defined by virtue of a social stratification. [footnoteRef:13] [13:  Bilton T et al. Introductory Sociology 4th edition 2002 p 517] 

Bauman has an interesting approach to modernity and post modernity resulting in a concept he calls liquid modernity. His arguments against modernity gives the impression of a universal steadfast and solid structure which contradicts the individuals which make up that society. ‘modernity appears to be a continuous yet ultimately inconclusive drive towards rational order free from contingency’.[footnoteRef:14] Bauman claimed it was the artificial order of modernity that led to it being the necessary condition of the Holocaust. He considered that such an atrocity could only occur through rationality and an idea of order. [14:  Bauman Z. Postmodern Ethics 1993 p211] 

How this sits with Habemas’ idea of project modernity is interesting for if, as Habermas suggests, Modernity is a work in progress then it is unlikely that Baiman is correct in his assertion of a myth of universal solidity. Habermas is quite clear that the project of Modernity is not completed and to make assertions about modernity based on a false premise, as Bauman seems to do, is wrong. 

With postmodernism, it seems to be the case that the lines modernity formed are blurred, or even, dissolved so, for example, there is no clear distinction between economics and politics and an absence of meta-narratives which is evident in modernity.
This does present problems to the point that what may be considered ‘liberating’ is in fact restrictive; if the use of reason was the prominent inheritance from the Enlightenment then this brings into question the heritage of reason for the Postmodernist. The process of reasoning relies upon pre-conceived ideas and knowledge this, it could be argued, is reliant upon legitimised meta-narratives which individuals unwittingly adopt. So the claim of postmodernist liberation and rejection of convention is myth. Where Bauman claims modernity has the façade of order it could be argued that it is post-modernity that has the façade of liberty. The very fact that it, like any concept, must be either tethered to a pre-existing concept or, working within a causally closed universe, must have a pre-existing cause, results in a link to history and reason. The postmodernist like Bauman is keen to avoid being a modified version of modernity but it is difficult to conceive of, for even inventing a whole new vocabulary along with corresponding concepts will still have some alliance with modernity by virtue of the modernist heritage of the postmodernist thinkers for which they can not escape.

Lyotard describes Postmodern as ‘a condition of knowledge in highly developed societies, where we can no longer simply speak, write or refer to objects in the way we had before the late nineteenth century’[footnoteRef:15]  [15:  Gubrium J.F, Holstein J.A The Postmodern Self The Sociological Quarterly vol 35 1994
https://sociology.missouri.edu/sites/default/files/people/grounding_the_postmodern_self.pdf] 

and goes on to claim’ I define postmodern as incredulity toward metanarratives.’[footnoteRef:16] So, with this said, the original principles of self are thrown into turmoil. It could be suggested that this in turn has removed any truth value from self-critique. The Enlightenment giving rise to the realisation of self, modernity institutionalising the self, allowing an element of self-critique but not at the expense of reason. Postmodernism however appears to act more than an extension of self-critique, as suggested in the essay title. The behaviour of postmodernism indicates that the self is arbitrary anyway. [16:  ibid] 


It is interesting to note Lyotard’s dismissive approach to Habermas’ concern of the meta-narrative by suggesting that Habermas is simply ‘adding one more meta narrative; one which is more general and abstract narrative of emancipation’, Lyotard considered Habermas’ modernity as simply adding to the rest of them. His ideas of modernity being the age of the authoritative meta narrative and a realisation of history, spur him to conclude that postmodernity sees the end of the metanarrative and the start of liberation and an embrace of science as knowledge.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Rorty R. Habermas and Lyotard on Post-Modernity http://lchc.ucsd.edu/MCA/Mail/xmcamail.2012_11.dir/pdfra52oWH3FA.pdf] 


Lyotard is mistaken in his attitude to modernity; his claims of postmodernism being pluralistic and being far removed from the centrality of established hierachies contradicts his almost monist attitude towards society. Replacing the grand narratives of religion and government for that of science,
Lyotard would claim that the postmodern idea of science is not the narrative of old, it is progressive and impermanent which makes it a dominant feature of postmodernity. [footnoteRef:18] [18:  https://www.iep.utm.edu/lyotard/#H7  Author Woodward A, last accessed April 2018] 


Postmodernism is usually thought of as a process of disturbance to the point of anti-modern. Any stable orders no longer guaranteed; so the concept of reason is at risk of being replaced by a series of rational positions which may or may not relate to one another. It is difficult to consider a claim that there is not a series of meta-narratives which are tethered to some universally accepted truth such as Kant’s reason. 

Post-modernism inadvertently places itself within history and although difficult to isolate, appears to have two key attributes: ‘the assumption that there is no common denominator that guarantees a oneness or objectivity; and the assumption that all humans are self-reflexive’ [footnoteRef:19]  [19:  edited Craig E. The shorter Routledge encyclopaedia of Philosophy 2005 ] 

Whilst Postmodernity appears to be a random amalgamation of ideas which individuals toy with, there does appear to be a natural tether to the Enlightenment. To state that this is merely an extension of the self-critique begun in the Enlightenment is not wholly accurate.
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