Lecture Four.  Postmodernity:  Key themes and Perspectives.

Key terms and Concepts.

Identity, consumption, hyperreality, simulacra, nihilism, foundationalism, universalism, metanarratives, the 'differend', plurality, fragmentation, late-modernity, post-Marxism, ‘Neo-medievalism’. 
· Postmodern thought introduced notions of:

· human complexity and difference,

· epistemological relativism

· a critique of universalism and essentialism.  

Explorartion of these themes through the work of two key thinkers Jean Francois Lyotard and Jean Baudrillard.

· Jean-Francois Lyotard,  The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge.
· What postmodernism meant for social theory and philosophy.

Where was he coming from? 

· Libidinal Economy similar to Post-structuralists Deleuze and Guattari. 

· A Nietzschean- philosophy full of the language of forces, affects, intensities.

· Jaques Lacan (philosopher and psychoanalyst)- the specular or `imaginary' dimension to the human psyche, the basic principle behind the attempt to fix identity, patterns of activity and meaning in the world.

· Language or `the symbolic' - a source of fluidity, ambivalence, change, and potential creativity.

· Contrary to Lacan - language - particularly when assembled into scientific and expert discourses (imparting universal truths) - freezes and imobilises desire. Language is the tool of what Foucault called normalisation. 

· Lyotard’s initial mission -the disruption of  the freezing, imobilizing effects of philosphical discourse.

·  He imports the polysemic and ambiguous effects of poetry into language. 

· Instead of attempting universal truths in a clear and unambiguous voice - it should say as many different and incompatible things as possible to its readers. 

· Traditionally- reason in opposition to passion in philophy. 

· Lyotard aims to cultivate affective or emotional intensities with his writing. 

· Philosophy was to become self-consciously about provoking sensations - just like post-modern art. 

· For Lyotard philosophy always laden with sensation - it had never stood aside from the passions at all. 

`Libidinal Economy' describes how the devices of the philosophical text and any other cultural artefact produce these libidinal effects.

· The Postmodern Condition Lyotard turned away from the question of desire towards the question of rights and justice.

Central are ‘epistemological issues’ - the subtitle of the PMC is A Report on Knowledge - Modern forms of knowledge - are what he calls metanarratives. 

· Stories about the world which claim to be the definitive and universal story. 

· They claim to be definitive because they have absolute truth on their side. 

· Absolute truth linked to a special scientific method - which enables them to have access to the world as it really is. 

· This claim that ones knowledge is particularly valid because it is somehow rooted in the world as it really is - Lyotard refers to as `foundationalism'.  

· Political philosophies a form of foundationalism. 

· Such philosophies claim that human beings have a particular nature (essence) and this underlying nature/need makes ‘their’ philosophies desirable. 

· Foundationalism - claims there are independent foundations out there in the world which make the theory in question universally valid. 

Examples of these metanarratives could include Socialism, Liberalism, perhaps feminism and the whole Enlightenment paradigm with it’s ideas of progress and emancipation.

The Rejection of Metanarratives.

· Always a terrible cost to producing such apparently coherent stories about the whole of humanity. 

· Many voices have to be silenced - on the assertion that they are irrelevant, mad, perverted, unscientific, politically incorrect.

·  Because they don’t fit in with the metanarrative’s view of what is human, normal and desirable.  

· Like Foucault’s analysis of the modern subject- rationality a product of the repression of “irrational” voices.

· Metanarratives- always potentially terrorising and totalitarian.

·  Always threaten to depict someone as subhuman or abnormal.

· Utopian objectives dubious as they silence minorities.

The Politics of the Local.

· Lyotard champions the politics of the local, the personal, the immediate. 

· Micro-politics or localism (link to Foucault)- key characteristic of the postmodern.

· Exposes the ways that modern discourses seek to silence the heterogenous plurality of incommensurable voices. 

· ‘The Differend’-  asserts this incommensurablity.

Background.

· Until the early years of 20th century still possible to assert the existence of a single `humanity'. 

· Humanism just about possible , even in the face of imperialism & slavery. 

· WW1 undermined this but Holocaust finally puts an end to the notion of a collective humanity, with common interests and qualities.

· Reminds us that there are some differences or incommensurablities, that cannot be bridged.

·  Habermas’s assertion of the possibility and desirablity of consensus and common understanding is oppressive. 

· Fragmentation and agonism the fundemental human condition.

· Raises question of how we allow difference and agonism to flourish without repression. 

‘Le  Differend’ and the Postmodern Challenge.

· These incommensurabilities Lyotard calls the “differend”. 

· Situations where conflict occurs - but where there is no common grounds upon which disputes can be settled. 

· Different groups have different points of reference, different world views.

·  Tendency to ignore the worldview of one group and settle the dispute by reference to the criteria of the other - usually the more powerful or wealthy. 

· This is an act of terror -it does not allow the differend to stand - it silences one voice for the sake of an apparent resolution of the dispute. 

· We must learn to live with the differend says Lyotard - this is the post-modern challenge.

· ‘Giving a voice to the minority, listening for silences, allowing mute voices to speak’.

Lyotard’s Optimism.

· For Lyotard - plurality and fragmentation a cause for celebration.  

· It provides for the possibility that many of those voices previously eliminated and silenced by Foucault’s disciplinary technologies - women, children, the insane, ethnic groups might finally be heard. 

· The agonistic differences within the human race might be fully expressed instead of being crushed and normalised by the voice of rational white western males. 

· The postmodern condition means that we can never again take metanarratives seriously. 

· Lyotard is optimistic.

Jean Baudrillard’s postmodernism

· Jean Baudrillard sees things differently.

· He also believes that we are in a “new environment”
· Traditional Marxist concepts (class, mode of production, etc) are only appropriate for an analysis of productivist capitalist society.

·  Traditional Marxist concepts irrelevant for analysis of the postmodern society of mass consumption.

· The core dynamic of postmodern society is not the mode of production but the mode of consumption.

·  Consumption, patterns of consumption, and the relationship of consumption to identity and social reality is what concerns him.

Baudrillard, consumption and identity.

· Previous generations derived their knowledge of the world from direct experience of work, and their communities. 

· This is also where they derived their identities from (occupations, family roles, geographical locations, language) 

· Such identities were deeply embedded and very stable over time. 

· This world is almost gone. 

· So where do we get our identities from today?

·  The answer is that we buy them.

A shifting world

· Power to consume luxuries did not exist for ordinary people in the 1920s, 30s.

· From 1940s –50’s onwards capitalism starts to cater for mass consumption markets. 

· Shift in capitalist markets from the selling of commodities to the selling of lifestyles.

· This is a world in which peoples identities change very rapidly.

· Identity superficial -embedded in the fads of the fashion and advertising industry.

· People change their values from one year to the next, change their whole outlook on things as they move into different circles, consume different things and see themselves differently

· Identity fluid and disembedded  also our experience of the world. 

The Hyper-real. 

· Experience mediated through images of the mass media. 

· We think that the images on TV and the rest of the mass media - is reality.

· We are lost in what Baudrillard calls  the “hyper-real”.

· A world of  “simulacra” - simulations of simulations with no original. 

· Films and soap operas simulate real life while real life people create themselves by identifying with celebrity. 

· Individuals consume lifestyle commodities that are commensurate with that identification.

Life as hyper-real ‘soap opera’.

· Life becomes a Soap opera. OJ Simpson trial an example - neither real nor a simulation - it was both - it was hyperreal. 

· The gulf war as hyper-real. 

· ‘The Gulf War never happened’ 

· Reality mixes with ‘art’, a supposed reflection of Po-Mo ‘slipperiness’ of truth. 

· Politics as  entertainment - the projection and consumption of hyper-real  images. 

· Collapse of boundaries between classes, high and low culture, politics and news and entertainment but ultimately between reality and simulation. 

· This has led to a collapse of meaning. The “real” society that existed before the takeoff of this latest stage of mass consumer capitalism has disappeared into a black hole - replaced by the terminal of the hyperreal - the TV screen.

Forgetting Foucault

· Even Foucaults analysis of power is obsolete since power no longer works through discipline and expert knowledge. 

· Foucault neglects mass-media, consumption, fashion and leisure - Baudrillard says that this is the new order of social control. 

· Subject has been emptied out into this hyper-real 

· Our subjectivity populated by a series of hyper-real images which hold us in their grip through obscene fascination.

· Everything is open, exposed, visually consumed. Nothing is sacred, taboo, - no subject out of bounds. 

· Everything is commodifyable.

· A loss of mystery and meaning. 

A Postmodern Dystopia.

· Postmodernity about manipulating our desires and emotions. 

· The manipulation of our bodies.

·  Human beings more vulnerable to that sort of manipulation than they are to manipulation through ideas alone.

· A world of surfaces only.

·  A meaningless world of endlessly circulating, fascinating, controlling images.

· A nihilistic, melancholy and empty world. 

· Our grip on reality is lost.

New freedoms or new forms of control?

· For Lyotard, the possibility of new freedoms.

· For Baudrillard - new forms of control.

·  Control operates at a molecular level. 

· New genetics, pharmaceutical technologies, nano-technologies.

· One day possible to inject the prison directly into the body. 

· A nightmare world with no limits to the possibilities of regulation 

Umberto eco and neo-Medievalism.

· Neo-Medievalism. Umberto Eco (1987).
· This epoch comparable with end of first millennium concerns in Europe.
· Medieval preoccupations have contemporary resonance.
· Renewal of interest in middle ages.
· Breaking up of peaceful world order- global disorder.
· This precipitates power vacuum and economic crisis.
· Economic and moral decline.
· Transformations in city life, ‘medievalisation of the city’- development of micro societies and minority neighbourhoods.
· Fragmentation of the social body.
· Climate of Risk- links to technological developments.
· This is a permanent  transition for Eco.
Critiques.

· Defenders of modernisms highlight its’ emancipatory nature.

· The postmodern turn a passing fad (Fo 1986/7; Guattari 1986).
·  An invention of intellectuals in search of a new discourse and source of cultural capital (Britton 1988)
· A conservative ideology attempting to devalue emancipatory modern theories and values (Habermas 1981 and 1987a).
· An excuse to leave things as they are.
· A kind of metanarrative in itself.
· Not  Postmodern- late modern. (Giddens)
· Not ‘new-times’ or ‘post industrial’ (Callinicos 1989)
· Epistemological relativism leads us into a moral cul-de sac.
· Nihilism 

· Over-simplification of power-relations & forms of social domination

· Lack of empirical corroboration
