The Post-modern Condition

The Project of Enlightenment

· Much contemporary postmodernist thought is characterised by a loss of faith in the central tenets of the C18th ‘Enlightenment’ and its projects for scientific advancement and human emancipation. But what is Enlightenment?

‘Enlightenment is man’s release from his self-incurred tutelage. Tutelage is man’s inability to make use of his understanding without direction from another. Self-incurred is this tutelage when its cause lies not in lack of reason but in lack of resolution and courage to use it without direction from another. Sapere aude! [Dare to know!] ‘Have courage to use your own reason’ – that is the motto of enlightenment.’ 

Immanuel Kant, ‘What is Enlightenment?’ Paul Hyland et al. eds., The Enlightenment: A sourcebook and reader (London; New York: Routledge, 2003), p. 54.

· Reason: Kant and other Enlightenment thinkers believed that by the sovereign use of their innate ‘reason’, men and women could not only free themselves from social bondage but also extend that freedom to all spheres of human experience and enquiry.

· Totality/Universality: Enlightenment thought is ‘totalising’ in the sense that it believes that everything, including the formerly sacrosanct institutions of religion and politics, must be subject to the exercise of rational enquiry, which will eradicate humanity’s dependence upon the falsifying systems of superstition and myth. Enlightenment prizes and strives to identify ‘universal’ values that unite all mankind.

· Progress/Teleology: Driven by ideals of liberation and ‘progress’, Enlightenment thought is ‘teleological’ in the sense that it is directed at the progressive achievement of an ultimate goal or telos (end-point), namely the conquest of ignorance by a unity of knowledge and the subsequent perfection of the human condition.

Postmodern Critiques of Enlightenment

· Postmodernists do not deny that Enlightenment ideals are desirable; they do, however, question whether they are possible.

· Moreover, postmodernists point to evidence that the process and practice of Enlightenment has often, paradoxically, resulted in unreason and terror. The C20th, for example, has seen far-reaching scientific, medical, and technological ‘progress’, but has also witnessed a series of world wars, genocides, ethnic conflicts, and unprecedented inequalities across the globe.

‘The unspoken terror permeating our collective memory of the Holocaust […] is the gnawing suspicion that the Holocaust could be more than an aberration, more than a deviation from an otherwise straight path of progress, more than a cancerous growth on the otherwise healthy body of the civilized society; that, in short, the Holocaust was not an antithesis of modern civilization and everything (or so we like to think) it stands for. We suspect (even if we refuse to admit it) that the Holocaust could merely have uncovered another face of the same modern society whose other, so familiar, face we so admire. And that the two faces are perfectly comfortably attached to the same body.’ 

Zygmunt Bauman cited in Thomas Docherty, ‘Postmodernism: An Introduction,’ Thomas Docherty, ed., Postmodernism: A Reader (Hemel Hempstead: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1993), p. 12.

· Bauman’s point is not that the course of modern civilisation leads inevitably to the Holocaust, but rather that the Enlightenment ideals of progress and development are always doubled by their terrible other, a barbarous savagery that lurks within ‘reason’ itself.

Jean-Francois Lyotard

‘Simplifying to the extreme, I define postmodern as incredulity toward metanarratives.’

· Metanarratives: For Lyotard, metanarratives or ‘grand narratives’ are all-encompassing, ‘total’ explanations of reality that attempt to identify universal values or ‘truths’. Examples would include religious accounts of the origin and destiny of mankind, or Enlightenment conceptions of History as a process of gradual ‘progress’ or ‘development’.

‘In contemporary society and culture – postindustrial society, postmodern culture – the question 

of the legitimation of knowledge is formulated in different terms. The grand narrative has lost its credibility, regardless of what mode of unification it uses, regardless of whether it is a speculative narrative or a narrative of emancipation.’ 

Jean-Francois Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge trans., Geoff Bennington and Brian Massumi (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1984), p. 37.

· Micro-narratives: Lyotard rejects any attempt to explain and account for reality in its totality or to postulate an end-point of knowledge and human striving. The postmodern condition entails a focus upon local and provisional micro-narratives, advocating a theory of knowledge (or epistemology) that is necessarily partial, fragmentary, and incomplete.

· In practice this might mean supporting a local environmental campaign rather than ridding the earth of fossil-fuel consumption, or marching in an anti-capitalist rally rather than mounting a socialist revolution. Micro-narratives do not add up to a coherent, integrated system of belief or action of universal scope.

· Difference/Incommensurability: According to Lyotard, ‘eclecticism is the degree zero of contemporary general culture.’ Because of its disillusionment with grand narratives, postmodern art and culture tends to celebrate differences and incommensurability. It abounds in juxtapositions, disconnections, fragments and ‘quotations’ that do not add up to unified ‘wholes’.

· On the one hand, this has the positive effect of short-circuiting the tendency to subsume differences and particularities within an all-encompassing metanarrative that will inevitably have a tendency to translate distinctions into equivalences. 

· On the other, however, Lyotard’s incredulity towards metanarratives, his suspicion of all over-arching explanations or totalisations, might itself be regarded as a metanarrative, albeit one that advances a ‘totalising’ theory of heterogeneity and incommensurability.

Jean Baudrillard

· Media Communications: Baudrillard argues that, whereas earlier periods of society were characterised by face-to-face communication or the medium of print, the massive expansion of the global electronic media means that our contemporary culture is now dominated by an increasingly digitalised ‘reality’ that blocks our access to reality as such.

‘Something has changed, and the Faustian, Promethean (perhaps Oedipal) period of production and consumption gives way to the “proteinic” era of networks, to the narcissistic and protean era of connections, contact, contiguity, feedback and generalized interface that goes with the universe of communication. With the television image – the television being the ultimate and perfect object for this new era – our own body and the whole surrounding universe become a control screen.’ 

Jean Baudrillard, ‘The Ecstacy of Communication,’ Hal Foster, ed., Postmodern Culture (London: Pluto Press, 1985), p. 127.

· Simulations: In postmodernity, the distinction between representations of reality and reality itself has been obliterated. Baudrillard’s interest in ‘simulations’ connects with postmodernism’s more general preoccupation with surfaces and appearances, its suspicion that there is nothing beyond the image itself, no ‘reality’ to which it corresponds or refers.

· Hyperreality: Hyperreality describes a world in which simulations and reality coincide to such a degree that the ‘real’ has disappeared. ‘Reality’ has become virtual; or, rather, the virtual has taken the place of the real, which can no longer be experienced except through simulations. 

· Disneyland and the Hyperreal: Disneyland presents itself as both an imaginary world and as a version of the ‘real’ world outside its gates (‘Main Street, USA’). It is a microcosm of American society, a simulation reflecting its character and values ‘in miniature and comic-strip form.’ Yet, Baudrillard also insists that it functions as a ‘third-order simulation’ that validates and reinforces the illusory (simulated) reality of the ‘real’ world beyond it. In actuality, claims Baudrillard, America is Disneyland – a virtual, or simulated reality.

‘Disneyland is there to conceal the fact that it is the “real” country, all of “real” America, which 

is Disneyland (just as prisons are there to conceal the fact that it is the social in its entirety, in its banal omnipresence, which is carceral). Disneyland is presented as imaginary in order to make us believe that the rest is real, when in fact all of Los Angeles and the America surrounding it are no longer real, but of the order of the hyperreal and of simulation. It is no longer a question of a false representation of reality (ideology) but of concealing the fact that the real is no longer real, and thus of saving the reality principle.’ 

Jean Baudrillard, ‘Simulacra and Simulations,’ in Selected Writings ed., Mark Poster (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1988), p. 172.

· Think also of internet chat rooms in which users engage in virtual forms of social networking, often with people that they will rarely or never meet in ‘reality’. Likewise, users of Facebook often send their friends virtual drinks in simulated gestures of generosity.

· When Chantelle Houghton appeared on Celebrity Big Brother and was compelled to simulate the persona of a minor celebrity, was there really any difference between her performance of the role and the ‘reality’ perceived by housemates and viewers alike?

Ways in which this might figure in contemporary poetry:

All this can be fun (!): Ian Macmillan, Selima Hill, Simon Armitage

Religon:

John Osbourne on Peter Disdsbury:

‘All religions are adjudged to be of equal value, in the sense that they are fictions designed to facilitate the living of life in accord with our small aptitude for the spiritual … [We are] aware that our present atheism estranges us from any truth left.’ (‘The Sage of Ventnor Street’ Bete Nior 6 (1988) 7-41 p. 26)

Nation (more of this later):

Richard Kearney on Ireland and Paul Durcan:

‘ideology refers to that complex of myths and images which serve to maintain the status quo; and utopia refers to the myths and images to challenge and transform the status quo … Utopia has, of course, to remain critical lest it degenerate into a new ideology … Durcan is saying we must have done with the ideologies of nations … His utopian images stem from a basic ambiguity towards homelands. (‘Myth and Modernity in Irish Poetry’ in Contemporary Irish Poetry ed. Ann Andrews (London: Macmillan, 1992) pp. 42, 53-4)

Counter blasts (see Larkin from week 1):

Andrian Mitchell: ‘Most people ignore poetry/because/ most poetry ignores people.’ 

‘The general public has a problem with the image of poetry. It is often perceived as out of touch, gloomy, irrelevant, effeminate, high-brow and elitist’ (‘Support for Poetry in the English Arts funding System’ (ACE, 199&7) Appendix 3)

What Ian Grigson calls ‘anti-modrnists’ (?) e.g Wendy Cope (see Contemporary Poetry and the Post-modern (London: Macmillan, 1996) p 4ff)

The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism

1. ““Traditional” theory is always in danger of being incorporated into the programming of the 

social whole as a simple tool for the optimization of its performance; this is because its desire for a unitary and totalizing truth lends itself to the unitary and totalizing practice of the system’s managers. […] Everywhere, the Critique of political economy (the subtitle of Marx’s Capital) and its correlate, the critique of alienated society, are used in one way or another as aids in programming the system.” Jean-François Lyotard. The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge. Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1984.: 12-3.

2. “The political odyssey of the 1968 generation is, in my view, crucial to the widespread 

acceptance of the idea of a postmodern epoch in the 1980s. This was a decade when those radicalized in the 1960s and early 1970s began to enter middle age. Usually they did so with all hope of socialist revolution gone – indeed, often having ceased to believe in the desirability of any such revolution.” Alex Callinicos. Against Postmodernism: A Marxist Critique. Cambridge: Polity Press, 1989.: 168.

3. “Those who lump together the very project of modernity with the state of consciousness and 

spectacular action of the individual terrorist are no less short-sighted than those who would claim that the incomparably more persistent and extensive bureaucratic terror practiced in the dark, in the cellars of the military and secret police, and in camps and institutions, is the raison d’être of the modern state, only because this kind of administrative terror makes use of the coercive means of modern bureaucracies.” Jürgen Habermas. “Modernity – An Incomplete Project.” Thomas Docherty. Ed. Postmodernism: A Reader. Hemel Hempstead: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1993.: 106.

4. “This purer capitalism of our own time thus eliminates the enclaves of precapitalist organization 

it had hitherto tolerated and 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 precapitalist Third World agriculture by the Green Revolution, and the rise of the media and the advertising industry.” Fredric Jameson. Postmodernism: or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism. London; New York: Verso, 1991.: 36.

5. “Pastiche is, like parody, the imitation of a peculiar or unique, idiosyncratic style, the wearing of 

a linguistic mask, speech in a dead language. But it is a neutral practice of such mimicry, without any of parody’s ulterior motives, amputated of the satiric impulse, devoid of laughter and of any conviction that alongside the abnormal tongue you have momentarily borrowed, some healthy linguistic normality still exists. Pastiche is thus blank parody, a statue with blind eyeballs […].” Fredric Jameson. Postmodernism: or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism. London; New York: Verso, 1991.: 17.

