
Postmodernism and Consumer Society

FREDRIC JAMESON

The concept of postmodernism  is not Nidel) accepted or even understood
today. Some of the resistance to it may come from the unfamiliarity of the
works it covers, which can be tound tn all the arts: the poetry of John
Ashbery, for instance, but also the much simpler talk poetry that came out
of the reaction against complex, ironic, academic modernist poetry in the
’60s;  the reaction against modern architecture  and in particular against the
monumental buildings of the InternatIonal Style, the pop buildings and
decorated sheds celebrated by Robert Venturi In his manifesto, Learnir~~
from Lus I&gas ; Andy Warhol and Pop art, but also the more recent Photo-
reailsm;  m music, the moment of John Cage but also the later synthesis of
classical and “popular” styles found in composers like Philip Glass and
Terry Riley, and also punk and new-wave rock with such groups as the
Clash, the Talking Heads and the Gang of Four: in film, everything that
comes out of Godard-contemporary canguard film and video-but also a
whole new style of commercial  or tiction films. which has its equivalent in
contemporary novels as well, where the works of William Burroughs.
Thomas Pynchon and Ishmael Reed on the one hand, and the French new
novel on the other. are also to be numbered among the varieties of what can
be called postmodernism.

This list would seem to make two things clear at once: tirst. most of the
postmodernisms mentioned above cmergc  ds speclftc  reactions against the
established forms of high modernism, against this or that dominant high
modernism which conquered the university, the museum, the art gallery
network, and the foundations. Tho>t: formerly subversive and embattled
styles--Abstract Expressionism; the great modernist poetry of Pound. Eliot
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I 12 The Anti Aesthetic

or Wallace Stevens: the International Style (Le Corbusier.  Prank  Lloyd
Wright, Mies); Stravinsky; Joyce. Proust and Mann-felt to be scandalous
or shocking by our grandparents are. for the generatton  whtch arrtves at the
gate in the 1960s. felt to be the establtshment  and the enemy-dead,
stifling canonical. the reified monuments one has IO destroy to do anything
new This means that there w~li be as many different forms of postmodern
ism <I$ there were high modernisms in place. since the former are at least
initially specific and local reactions u~~nrf  those models. That obviously
does not make the job of describing postmodernism as a coherent thing any
carter. since the unity ot this new Impulse-if it has one-is given not in
itself but in the very modernism tt seeks to dtspiace

The second feature of this list of postmodernisms is the effacement in it of
some key boundaries or separations, most notably the erosion of the older
distinction between high culture and so-called mass or popular culture. This
is perhaps the most distressing development of all from an academic stand-
point, which has tradttionally had a vested interest in preserving a realm of
high or elite culture against the surrounding environment of philistinism, of
schlock and kitsch, of TV series and Reader’s Digest culture. and tn
transmitting difficult and complex skills of reading, listening and seeing to
its initiates. But many of the newer postmodernisms have been fascinated
precisely by that whole landscape of advertising and motels, of the Las
Vegas strip, of the late show and Grade-B Hollywood film, of so-called
paraliterature with its airport paperback categories of the gothic and the
romance the popular biography. the murder mvstery and the science fiction
or fantasy novel. They no longer “quote” such “texts” as a Joyce might
have done, o: a Mah!er:  thev incorporate them, to the point where the line
between high art and commercial forms seems increasingly difficult to draw.

A rather different indication of this effacement of the older categories of
genre and discourse can be found in what is sometimes called contemporary
theory. A generation ago there was still a technical discourse of professional
philosophy-the great systems of Sartre or the phenomenologists, the work
of Wittgenstein or analytical or common language philosophy-alongside
which one could still distinguish that quite different discourse of the other
academic disciplines-of political science. for example. or sociology or
!iterary  criticism Tndav. increasingly. we have a kind of writing simply
called “theory” which is all or none of those things at once. This new kind
of discourse, generally associated with France and so-called French theory.
is becoming widespread and marks the end of philosophy as such. Is the
work of Michel Foucauit,  for exampie, to be caiied  phiiosuphy, history.
social theory or political science? It’s undecidable. as they say nowadays:
and I will suggest that such “theoretical discourse” is also to be numbered
among the manifestations of postmodernism.

Now I must say a word about the proper use of this concept: it is not just

another word for the dexcrlpttnn of a particular style. It IS aI<o. ;I( lea\t in ILL
use, a periodizing  concept whose functton  IS to correlate the emergence of
new formal features in culture with the emergence of a new tape ol social 111;:
and a new economic order --what is often euphemistically called modern
ization. postindustrial or consumer societv. the societv of the media OI-  the
spectacle. or multinational capitalism. This new moment ot capitalism c;m
he dated frnm the postwar boom in the United States in the late 1940s and
early ’50s or. in France, from the establishment of the Fifth Republic 111
19.58. The 1960s are tn many ways the key transitional period. a period in
which the new international order (neocolonialism, the Green Revolution.
computertzation and electronic information) IS at one and the same time set
in place and is swept and shaken by its own internal contradictions and by
external resistance. I want here to sketch a few of the ways in which the new
postmodernism expresses the inner truth of that newly emergent social  order
of late capitalism, but will have to limit the description to only two of its
stgnthcant  teatures.  which I wi!! L-a11 pastiche and schizophrenia. the)- will
give us a chance to sense the specificity of the postmodernist experience ot
space and time respectively.

One of the most significant features or practices in postmodernism today
is pastiche. I must first explain this term, which people generally tend to
confuse with or assimilate tn that related verbal phenomenon called parodv
Both pasttche and parody involve the imitation or, better still. the mimicry
of other styles and parttcularly  of the mannerisms and styltsttc  twitches ot
other styles It is obvious that modern literature in general offers a very rich
field for parody, since the great modern writers have all been defined by the
invention or production of rather unique styles: think of the Faulknertan  long
sentence or of D.H I.awrence’s  characteristic nature imagery; think of
Wallace Stevens’s peculiar way of using abstractions: think also of the
mannerisms of the philc~sophers. of Heidegger for example. or Sartre: think
of the musical styles of Mahler or Prokotiev.  All of these styles, howevjer
different from each other, are comparable in this: each is quite unmistakable:
once one is learned. it IS not likely to be confused with something else.

Now parody capitalizes on the urnqueness of these styles and seizes on
their idiosyncrasies and eccentricities to produce an imitatton  which mocks
the original. 1 won’t say that the satiric impulse IS conscious tn all forms of
parody. In any case, a good or great parodist has to have some secret sym
pathy  fur the original. just as a great mimic has to have the capacity !n put
himself/herself in the place of the person imitated. Still, the general effect of
parody is-whether in sympathy or with malice-to cast ridicule on the
private nature of these stylistic mannerisms and their excessiveness and
eccentricity with respect to the way people normally speak or write. So there
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I II The AnttrAc\thettc

rematn\ somewhere hehtnd aii parody the reeling that there IS a Ilngur\rrL
norm tn contrast to which  the styles k)t the great modermsts can be mocked

But what would happen it c>ne no longer believed tn the extstence ot
normal language, of ordtnary speech. of the lingutsttc  norm (the kind ot
clarity and communtcative power celebrated by Orwell in his famous essay.
say)‘? One could thank of tt tn this way: perhaps the immense fragmentation
and privattzation of modern literature its explosion into a host of distinct
private styles and mannerisms--~  toreshadows deeper and more general
tendenctes  In soctal  life  as a whole Suppostnp that modern art and modern-
ism ---far from being  a ktnd of spectalrzed aesthetrc curiosity-actualI>
dnttcipated social  developments along these lines: supposing that in the
decades since the emergence of the great modern styles society has ttselt
begun to fragment in this way. each group coming to speak a curious private
language of its own. each professton developtnp its private code or tdtolect.
and finally each individual comtng  to be a ktnd of ltnguisttc Island, separated
from everyone eise’l But then in that case. the very possibility of any
linguistic norrn in terms of which one could ridicule private languages and
idiosyncratic styles would vanish, and we would have nothing but stylistic
dtversrty and heterogcnctty.

That is the moment at whrch pastiche appears and parody has become
rmpossible. Pastiche is, like parody, the imitation of a peculiar or unique
style, the wearing of a stylistic mask, speech in a dead language: but it is a
neutral practice of such mimicry. without parody’s ulterior motive, without
the satirical impulse, without laughter, without that still latent feeling that
there exists something normc~l  compared to which what is being imitated is
rather comic. Pastiche is blank parody. parody that has lost its sense of
humor: pastiche is to parody what that curious thing, the modern practice ot
a kind of blank irony, is to what Wayne Booth calls the stable and comic
ironies of, say, the 18th century.

But now we need to introduce a new piece into this puzzle. which may
help explain why classical modernism is a thing of the past and why post-
modermsm should have taken rts place. Thts new component IS what IS
generally called the “death of the subject” or. to say it in more conventional
language. the end of indtvtdualism  as such. The great modernisms were, as
we have \aid. predicated on the Invention of a personal. prtvate style. as
unmistakable as your fingerprint, as Incomparable as your own body. Bu!
thrs means that the modernist aesthetic is in some way organically linked to
the conception of a unique self and private identity, a unique personality and
individuality, which can be expected to generate its own unique -vision of the
world and to forge its own unique, unmistakable style.

Yet today. from any number of distinct perspectives. the social theorists,
the psychoanalysts, even the linguists. not to speak of those of us vvho work

l’c~\tmo~lcrril4rli  and C‘onsu~rler  Societ> I I5

tn rhe area ot culture anti culturai and formal change. <trc alI exploring the
nottl>n that that kind ot tndivtdualizm and personal  tdcnttty IS a thing of the
past: that the old indtvtdual or individualrst  suhtect  is “dead”. and that one
mtght even describe the concept of the unique individual and the theoretical
basis of individualism as ideologtca.  There are tn fact two posIttons  on all
tht\. one ot whtch IS more radtcal than the other. I’he irrst one I:, content to
say. yes, once upon a ttme, in the classic age of compettttve capttaltsrn. III
the heyday of the nuclear family and the emergence of the bourgeotsie as the
hegemonic social class. there was such a thing as indivtdualism,  as individ
ual subjects. But today. in the age of corporate caprtalrsm. of the so-called
organization man. of bureaucracie,c in business as wc!l 3~ tn the state. o?
demographic explosron-today. that older bourgeots tndtvtdual subject no
longer exists.

Then there is a second position. the more radical of the two. what one
mrght call the poststructuralist posttion.  It adds: not only IS the bourgeots
indtvtdual  subject a!hing  of the past. it is also a myth; rt nel'c'r  really existed
in the first place; there have never been autonomous subjects of that type.
Rather, this construct is merely a philosophical and cultural mystification
which  sought to persuade people that they “had” indtvtdual subjects and
possessed this unique personal identity.

For our purposes, it is not particularly important to decide which of these
positions is correct (or rather. which IS more interesting and producttve).
What we have to retain from all this is rather an aesthettc  dilemma: because
if the experience and the ideology of the unique se/t.  an experience and
Ideology which Informed the stylistic practice of classical modernism, is
over and done with. then it is no longer clear what the artists and writers
of the present period are supposed to be doing. What I:, clear IS merely that
the older models- Picasso, Proust, T S. Eliot -do not work any more (or
are positively harmful). since nobody has that kind of unique private world
and style to express any longer. And this is perhaps not merely a “psycho
logical” matter we also have to take into account the Immense weight of
seventy or eighty years of classical modernism itself. There is another sense
in which the writers and artists of the present day will no longer be able to
invent new’ styles and worlds-they’ve already been invented: only a
trmtted number of combinations are possible. the most unique ones have
heen thought of already. So the weight ol !he whole modernist aesthetic
tradition-now dead-also “weighs like a ntghtmare on the brains of the
iiving,” as Marx said in another context.

Hence. once again. pastiches in a world in which stvlistic  innovation is no
longer possible. all that is left is to Imitate  dead styles, to speak through the
masks and with the voices of the styles in the imaginary museum. But this
means that contemporary or postmodernist art is going to be about art itself
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I I6 T h e  AntI-Aesthetic

.As thl\ ma> seem very abstract, I Kant to g~\t: a few examples. one ot
which I\ \o omnipresent that wc rarely link if uith the klndc ofdevelopmcrlt~
111  high ,trt ~h\cus>rd  here. 1 hla partrcular  practice ot pastiche IS no t  high
cultural hilt \r‘r-I, m u c h  hithin  mass culture.  a n d  II ic eeneraiiv knoun as the
“nrWr~lp~;l  liirn” (shst the French neatly call /(I n~oa’e I-c;cro--retrospect~\~*
-tyling! Kc mu\t ionceibe ol’thl~ categoq rn the broadest  wal: narrouI\.
no doubt .  !t con\lsts  merely of fi lms about the past and about specltic
generational  milment~  o! rh,,,a: paai. Thux. one OI the Inaugural films in thl\
neu “genre”  I it that‘s what it is;l  was h~cas’c  .4mc~r-1can  Gruf$ti. wh ich 111
IY73  zet otut to recapture a” bL.IL tale ~trrtosphere  and stylistic  peculiarltiec  of the
19% United State\.  the UnIted States of the El\enhower era. Polanskl’L
great  f i lm ~‘/~~~z~zrorr~~~ does something s imi lar  for the 1930s.  as doc$
Bertolucci’<  The C’:)n\fijrmirr  for the Italian and European context of the
same period, the fascist era In Italy; and so forth. We could go on lIstin?
thece films for come time: *hy call them pastiche‘? Are they not rather work
in the more :raditional  genre known as the historical film-work which  can

more simply be theorized by extrapnlating thal other well-known form
which  IS the historical novel’?

1 have my reasons for thinking that we need new categories for such films.
But let me first add some anomalies: supposing I suggested that Srur  W&s I\
also a nostalgia film What could that mean’? I presume we can agree that thli
is not d historIca  film about our own intergalactic past. Let me put iI
somewahat  differently: one of the most important cultr~ral experiences of the
generarions that grew up from the ’30s to the ’50s was the Saturday after-
noon serial of the Buck  Rogers type-alien villians, true American heroes.
heroines in distress. the death ra) or the doomsday box, and the cliffhanger
at the end uhose miraculous resolution was to be witnessed next Saturday
afternoon. Srar Wnr.7  reInvents this experience in the form uf a pastiche: that
I<, there is no longer any point to a parody of such serials since they are long
extinct. Star Wnr.~.  far from being a pointless satire of such now dead forms.
satisfies a deep (might I even say repressed?) longing to experience thern
again: :: is 3 complex obJect In which  on borne f i r s t  l e v e l  c h i l d r e n  a n d
adolescen:s  idn i&e ihe adventures straight,  uhile the adult public IS able to
gratify a deeper and more properly nostalgic desire to return to that older
period and to !ive its strange 01d acathetic artifacts through once again. This
f i lm is  thus  metonvmirallv  R his!nrica!  P: ~-~+*‘-Z~~  ClIIvJLL1lg~~  1im1. uniike Amerrcarl
GrufJiri,  it does not reinvent a picture of the past in its lived totalrty; rather.
by reinventing the feel and shape of characteristic art objects of an older
period  (the serials),  it seeks to reawaken a sense of the past associated with
those objects Raiders ofthe LostArk, meanwhile, occupies an intermediary

N o w  l e t  m e  discuss anothrr lnterr\tlng armma!\ \*hlch  may t;\he  ii?

f u r t h e r  tohdrd\ under\tandlng na\talgra him in par t icu lar  and pastrchc
generally.  This one In\c)l\es  ;i recent  film called A&\, Herct, \*hlct,,  ;IC hii\
abundanti) been pc)inted  out h> the crltlcs.  IS a kind of distant remake ot 7‘1)(,
sPflrimmn ,flIhui 1 RITIC\  7~1~ r’ or lhlrblr  Iml~~rrm~~~ i I’he alltthibe  :tn<l
clu\i~ plaglar-r\rn ot  o lder plot\ I\. off  c’oursr.  a l so  a teaturr  of patIche I
NOV.  Bncl\ Ffec~f  IL !rc!~n~cal!~,  ni;t d iiti-tctigl:i  film. >\nce It t a k e s  place 11, J
iuntempctrary  setting,  rn a Ilttie Florida village near Miami. On the other
hand. this technica! cc:nte:n-‘-‘.I ._I.+I~II‘IL)  i\ most ambiguous Indeed. the crcdlt\
- always our first 2ue ~- are lettered  amI  scripted in a ‘30\ Art-Deco  \t\lc
which cannoi  but trigger noatalgrc reactlons (first to C‘l~rn~~ro~~~, no doubt.
and then heycjnd if !o %omc more III~ICJI  iLdi referent). Then the very style ot
the hero himself is ambiguous: Willlam Hurt is a new star but has nothing ot
the distinctive style of the preceding generation of male superstars like Strve
MuQueen or even Jack Nicholson, or rather, his persona here IS a kind of
mix of their charactertatics  u Ith an older role of the type generally associated
with Clark Gable. So here too there IS a faintly archaic feel to all this The
spectator begins to wonder why this story, which could have been situated
anywhere, is set in a small Florrda  town. in spite of it? cvntemporaq retcr-
ence. One begins to realize after a v, bile that the small town setting hay a
crucial strategic function.  II allows the film to do without most of the signals
and references which we might associate with the contemporary world, with
consumer society- the appiiances  and artifacts, the high rises, the object
world of late capitalism Technically, then, its objects (its cars, for instance)
are 1980s products. hut c\.erythlng in the film conspIres  to blur that Imrne-
diate contemporary reference and to make it possible to receive this too as
nostalgia work---a? a narrative set in some indefinable nostalgic past. XI
eternal ‘3Os,  say, beyond history. It seems to me exceedingly symptomatic
to find the very style of nostalgia films invading and colonizing even those
movies today which have contemporary settings: as though. for some
reason, we uere unable tud,) LO focus our own present, as though we have
become incapable uf achieving aesthetic representations of our own current
experience. But if that is so, then It is a terrible indictment of consumer
capitalism itself- or at the very kdht,  an aiarming and pathological symp-
tom of a society that has become incapable ,f dealing hith time and history.

So now we come back to the question of why nostalgia film or pastiche IF
to be considered different from the older historical novel or film (I should
also include in this discussion the major literary example of all this, to my
mind the novels of E.L. Doctorow-Rugtime,  with its turn-of-the-century
atmosphere, and Loor~  Luke, for the most part about our 1930s. But these

anthonyvega
Highlight

anthonyvega
Highlight

anthonyvega
Highlight

anthonyvega
Highlight

anthonyvega
Highlight

anthonyvega
Highlight

anthonyvega
Highlight

anthonyvega
Highlight

anthonyvega
Highlight

anthonyvega
Highlight

anthonyvega
Highlight

anthonyvega
Highlight



I IX The Anti-Aesthetic

arc. to my rntnd. htstortcal  nov,els In appearance only. Doctorou IS a seriou\
artist and one of the few grntttnely  Left or radical  novelists at work today
It 15 no disservice to htm. however. to suggest that his narratives do not
represent our historical past SC,  much as they represent our ideas or cultural
stereotypes about that past ) Cultural productton  has been driven back inside
the mind. within the monadtc  suhJect:  tt can no longer look directly out of its
eyes at the real world tar the referent hut must. as tn Plato’s cave. trace it\
mental images of the w!>rld on Its confining walls. If there is any realism left
here, it IS a “realism” whtch springs  from the shock of grasping that
confinement and of realizing that. for whatever pecultar  reasons. we seem
condemned to seek the htstortcal  past through our own pop images and
stereotypes about that past. which  ttseit rematns forever out of reach.

I now want to turn to what I see as the second baste feature of postmodern
ism, namely its peculiar way with time-whtch  one could call “textualtty”
or “ecriture” but which I have found It useful to discuss in terms of current
theories of schizophrenia I hasten to forestall any number of possihir
misconceptions about my use of this word: it is meant to be descriptive and
not diagnostic. I am very far Indeed  from belrevtng  that any of the most
significant postmodernisr artists-John Cage, John Ashbery, Philippe
Soilers,  Robert Wilson, Andy Warhol, lshmael Reed, Michael Snow, even
Samuel Beckett himself-are In any sense schtzophrenics.  Nor is the point
some culture-and-personality diagnosis of our society and its art: there are.
one would think, far more damaging things  to be said about our social
system than are available by the use of pop psychology. I’m not even sum
that the view of schizophrenia I’m about to outline-a view largely
developed in the work of the French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan-is clinic
tally accurate; but that doesn‘t matter either. for my purposes.

The originality of Lacan‘s thought in this area is to have considered
schizophrenia essentially as a language dtsorder  and to have linked schtz.o-
phrenic experience to a whole view of language acquisition as the funda-
mental missing link in the Freudian conception of the formation of the
mature psyche. He does this by gtving us a linguistic version of the Oedipus
complex in which the Oedtpal  rtva!ry  is described in terms not of the bio-
logical individual who is the rival for the mother’s attention. but rather ot
what he cal!s the Name-of-the-Father. paternal authority now considered as
linguistic function. What we need to retain from this is the idea that
psychosis. and more particularly schtzophrema,  emerges from the failure ot
the infant to accede fully into the realm of speech and language.

As for language, Lacan’s model is the now orthodox structuralist one.
which is hased on a conception of a linguistic sign as having two (or perhaps
three) components. A sign, a word, a text, is here modelled  as a relationship

between a \tgniher--- a maternal  ohJect. the \ouncl crf a word. the script  of a
text--and a stgnthed. the mrnninq  of that matcrtal  word or maternal text.
The third component would be the so~callcd  “referent.” the “real” object in
the “real” world to which  the stgn reters-m the real cat as opposed to the
concept of a cat or the sound “cat .’ But for structurallsm  111  general there has
been a tendency to feel that reference IS a kind ot myth. that one can no
longer talk about the “real” in that external or objective wav. So we are left
wtth the sign itself and its two components. Meanw hilt. the other thrust of
structuraltsm has been to try to dispel the old conceptton oi language as
naming (e.g.. God gave Adam language In order to name the beasts and
plants in the Garden). which  Involves  a one-to-one correspondence hetween
a srgnrtier  and a signified. Taking a structural view, one comes quite rightly
to feel that sentences don’t work that way: we don’t translate the tndtvtdual
signifier-s or words that make up a sentence back into their stgntfiedx on a
one-to-one basis. Rather. we read the whole sentence, and It is from the
tnterrelatmnshtp of Its words or stgnttiers that a more giohal meantng-- now
called a “meamng-effect”-is  derived. The signified -maybe even the
illusion or the mirage of the signified and of meaning In general-is an
ettect produced by the tnterrelatronshtp  ot maternal  ctgnthers.

All of this puts US in the position of grasping  schizophrenia as the break-
down of the relationship between signifiers. For Lacan, the experience of
temporality, human time, past, present, memory. the persistence of per-
sonal identity over months and years-this existential or experiential
feeling ot time Itself-is also an effect ot language It IS because language
has a past and a future, because the sentence moves in time, that we can have
what seems to us a concrete or !ived experience of !ime. But since the
schtzophrenic  does not know language articulation in that way. he or she
does not have our experience of temporal continuity either. but is con-
demned to live a perpetual present with which the vartous moments ot hts or
her past have little connection and for which there is no concetvahle  future
on the horizon. In other words. schizophrentc  experience 15 an experience of.
isolated. disconnected, discontinuous material signifier5  which fail  to link
up Into a coherent sequence. The schizophrentc  thus does not know personal
identity in our sense. since our feeling of identitv depends on our sense ofthe
persistence of the “I” and the .‘me”-over time

On the other hand. the schtzophrenrc  wtli cleariy  have a tar more Intense
experience of any given present of the world than we do, since our own
present is always part of some larger set of projects which force us selec-
tively to focus our percepttons. We do not, tn other words. simply giobaily
receive the outside world as an undifferentiated vision: we arc always
engaged in using it, in threading certain paths through it, in attending to this
or that object or person within it. The schizophrenic. however, 1s not only
“no one” in the sense of having no personal identity: he or she also does
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IX T h e  Ant1 Ae\thctlc

Note that as temporal continutties break down, the experience of the present
becomes powerfully, overwhelmingly vivid and “material”: the world
comes before the schlrophremc  with helghtened  tntenslty, bearing a my\-
tcrioirb end ,;ppresslve chsrse  nf affect. holnwrng  with hallucinatorv  enerey
But what might  for us seem a desirable expedience--an  lncreaie In our
perceptions, a lihidlnal or hallucinogenic intensification of our normal!)
humdrum and familiar surroundings-is here felt as loss. as “unreality.”

What I want to underscore, however, is precisely the way in which  the
signifier In isolation becomes ever more material-or, better still. iltercti-

ever more vtvid In sensory wayc. whether the new experience is attractive or
terrifying We can shnw the Tame thing  In the realm of language: what the
schrrophrenic  hreakduun of language does to the individual words that
remain behind is to reorient the subject or the speaker to a more literalizing
Jttention  touards those words  4gain. in normal speech. we trv to see
through :he matertalit! of words (their strange colmds and printed appear-
ance, my solce timbre and peculiar accent, and so forth) towards their
meaning 4s meaning is lost. the materiality of words becomes obsessive, as
is the case when children repeat a word over and over agatn until its sense is
lost and it becomes an incomprehensible incantatton.  To begln to iink up
with our earlier description, a signifier that has lost its signified has thereby
been transformed into an image.

This long dig,ression  on schizophrenia has allowed us to add a feature that

:,~‘c rnu!d  nr~t~l~itt‘handle in our earlier de<crlptlon namely time itself WC
must theretore now shltt  our dIscusston  of postmodrrn~~m  from the vi~t1:11

arts to the temporal ones- to music. poetry and certatn  kinds  of narratl\e
texts lrke those of Reckett. Anyone who ha\ listened to John Cage’s rnu\fc
may well have had an experience clmilar  to those just evoked. frustration and
desperation-the hearing of a single chord or note followed by ;I silence
w long that memorv  cannot hold on to what went betore, a silence  then
banished into oblivion by a new strange qonorouz  present which itwlt

disappears.  This experience  could be illustrated by many forms of cultural
productton today. I haL,e chosen iI text by a younger poet. partly because hl\
“group” or “school”- known as the Language Poets- has tn many nays
made rht experlcnce  of temporal discontinuity-the  experience described
here in terms of schizophrenic language-centra l  to their l anguage
experiments and to what they like to call the “New Sentence ” This I$ :I

poem called “China” by Bob Perelman (It can be found in his recent
col lect ion Pr imer.  publIshed  by This Pres\ In Berkeley. C’alrfornia):

%e live on the third \*clrld from the jun Number three Nohod!
tellc us \5 hat to do

I’d rather the \t:jr\ didn’t  descrtbs  IIT to each other: I’d
iaihci  ‘AC d<>  :! f:!r  <!Urk,e!tfy

Run h front ot qour shadou

4 caster who point< to the As at lea\t once a decade IS a
good sister

The lsndscnpe !< motor~red

The train takes qou hhrre I[ got\.

Bridges  among water

Folk< Wageline  Ann:  \a\( ctretchr\  ot concrete. heading
Into the plane

Don’t  forget what your hat and shoes HiI/ look llhc when  yoii

are nowhere  IO be found

Even  the words floating in ait make blue shadows

If I( tastes good we ear II

The leaves are falling  Point things out.

Pick up the right thing\
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I?? The Anti-Aesthetic

Vow one may ohJect that thtq I$ not exactly xchlrophrentc wrtttng In the
clinical sense:  it does not seem quite right to say that these sentences are free
floating material signttirrs  whose slgnlfieds  have evaporated.  There do?\
\eem to be some elvhal meaning here Indeed. insofar as this IS in sonic
curious and secret Way a political poem. it does seem to capture some of the
zxcttement  of the Immense and untinlshed  social experiment of the net4
China. unparalleled in world history: the unexpected emergence. between
the two superpowers, ot “number three:” the freshness of a whole neu
object-world produced by human beings in some new control over their own
collective destiny; the signal event. above 311, of a collectivity which has
hecome  a new “subject of history” and which, after the long subjection o!
feudalism and imperialism. speaks In its own voice, for itself, for the first
time (“Hey guess what?. I’ve learned how to talk.“). Yet such meaning
Hoats over the text or behind It. One cannot, I think. read this text according
to any of the older New-Critical categories  and tind the complex inner rela-
tionships and texture which characterized the older “concrete universai”  o!
clahuical  modernisms such as Wallace Stevens’s,

Perelman’s work, and Language Poetry generally, owes something to
Gertrude Stein and, beyond her, to certain aspects of Flaubert. So It 15 not
inappropriate at this point to insert an old account of Flaubert’s  sentences b>
Sartre, which conveys a kt\ld feeling of the movement oi such sentences.

His  sentence closes in on the oblect. seizes  I[. Imrnoblllzes  it. and breaks its
back. wraps ltselt around It. change\ Into stone and petrtties IIS object along
ulth Itself.  It is blind and deal. bl&Jless.  not a breath of life: a deep silence
\cparacc\  I[ from the zrrllence  \thlch  foiloN\.  II fail\ Intry  the void. eternali).
and drags iis prey down into that infinite fall. An) realirb,  once described. 1\
struck off the inventory. (Jean-Paul  Sxtre.  W’hnt  Ic I i~~rorure’))

The description  IS a hosttle  one, and the loveliness of Perelman is htstorlcally
rather different from this homicidal Flaubertian practice. (For Mallarmi,
Barthes once observed in a similar vein. the sentence, the word, is a way of
murdering the outside world.) Yet it conveys some of the mystery of sen-
tences that fall into a void of silence so great that for a time one wonders

Postmodernism  and Consumer Soclctb 1’1

whethrr  an! n e w  \entrnce could  poss~hly  rmerge to take thetr place
But now the secret of this poem must he disclosed It is a Itttle like Photo-

realism. v.hlch looked like a return to reprecentatlon  atter the antl-rcllrt-
sentational  abstractions of Abstract Expressionism,  until  people began to
re4ir.e that these palntlngs  are not exactly reaiistlc  clthcr. \lnce what thcl
represent 15 not the outside world but rather only a photograph of the out\lclt-
world or, In other words. the latter’s  Image. False real~\ms.  they are rc;rll\
art about other art. images of other images In the pre\ent  case. the rcprc-
scnted obJeCt  IS not really China  atter alI: what happened wab that Pcrelm,ui
came across  a book of photographs In a stationerv  store In Chlnatcjwn.  ;I

book whose captions and characters obviously remaIned dead letter5 (or
should one say material signiliers?)  to him. The sentences of the poem arc
/KS captions to those pictures  ‘Their  referents are other image<.  another tcyt,
:md the “unit\”  f>t the pcwn~  1% wt !,I the  text at all but out\ldc !!  !n the h~un(l
unity of an absent book.

Now I must try very rapidly in conclusion to characterize  the rejatlc>n<hlp  01

cultural productlon of this kind to social life In this country today. This  will
also be the moment to address the principal objectlon  to concepts of po\t-
modernism of the type I have sketched here: namely that all the features we
have enumerated are not new at all but abundantly characterlLed modernlsrn
proper or what I call high-modernism.  Was not Thomas Mann, attzr Jl,
interested in the idea of pastiche, and are not certain chapter< of I!/vrcca\  It\
most obvious  realization’? Did we not mention  Flaubert, MallaLmC  and
Gertrude Stein in our account of postmodernist temporality” What I< so new
about alI of this? Do we really need the concept of a p~~.\lmodernl~m’J

One kind ot answer to this question would raise the whole issue of peri-
odizatlon and ot how a historian  (literary or other) posits  a radical  break
between two henceforth disttnct  periods. I must limit myself to the sugges-
tion that rachcal  breaks between pertods do not generally Involve complete
changes of content but rather the restructuration of a certain number of
elements already given: features that in an earlier period or system were
quhordinate  now hecome dominant. and features that had been dominant
again  become secondary In this sense. everything we have described  hrrr
can be found in earlier  periods and most notably wIthIn  modernism  proper:
my point is that until the present day those things havC been secondary
or minor features of modernist art, marginal rather than central. and that
we have somethtng new when they become the central features ot cultural
production.

But I can argue this more concretely by turning to the relationship be-
tween cultural production and social life generally. The older or classtcal
modernism was an oppositional art: it emerged within the business society of
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124 The Anti-Aeathetrc

the gilded  age as scandalous and offensrve  to the middle-class puhl~c -
ugly. dissonant. bohemiar?.  ~t~xually shocking. It was something to make
tun of (when the police were not called in to seize the books or close the
exhibitrons).  an offense to good tdstc and to common sense, or, as Freud and
!blarcute  would haie put Il. a prc~~~c‘at~ve  challenge to the rergntng reality-
and performance-principles of early Xth-century mrddle-class socrety
Modernrsm in general il~d not b‘*‘I we!l wi th  ov~erstuffed l’ictorran  turnititre.

with \~ritorr;in  moral taboos. or with the conventions of polite socrety. This
is to say that whatever the e\plrCrt  poltttcal  content of the great htgh
:n::dernistn~. thr Idtter were alwavk in <ome mostly Implicit ways dangerous
and explosrve.  subversrvc uithrn the establrshed  order

If then we suddenly  return to the present day, we can measure the immen
srty of the cultural <hangc\ that have taken place Not only are Joyce and
Ptcasso  no ionger weird and repulsive. they have become classics and now
!onk rather realistic to us Meanvvhile, there is very little in either the form or
the content of contemporary art that contemporary society finds intolerable
and scandalous. The mo\t offensive forms of this art-punk rock, say, or
what is called sexually  explicit material-are all taken in stride by society.
and they are commercially successful. unlike the productions of the older
high modernism. But thus means that even if contemporary art has all the
same formal features as the older modernism, it has still shifted its position
fundamentally within our culture. For one thing, commodity production and
in particular our clothrng.  furniture. buildings and other artifacts are now

tnttmateiy tied in with styling changer which derive from artistic  experi-
mentation; our advertising, for example, is fed by postmodernism in all the
arts and inconservable  w’irhout it. For another. the classics of high modern-
rsm are now part of the so-called canon and are taught in schools and unr-
verqities- which at once empties them of any of their older subversive
power. Indeed, one way of marking the break between the periods and of
datrng the emergence afpostmodernism  is precisely to be found there: in the
moment (ihe early IQrXs. one would thrnk) in which the position of high
modernism and its domrnant  aesthetics become established in the academy
and are henceforth felt to be academic by a whole new generation of poets.
painters and musicians

But one ian alsu come at the break frnm the other side, and descrrhe  rt rn
terms of periods of recent ccrc~al  life. As I have suggested, non-Marxists and
hiarxists  a!ike have come around to the genera1  feeling that at some point
following World War II a new kind of society began to emerge (variously
described as postindustrral society, multinational capitalism, consumer
society, media society and so forth). New types of consumption; planned
obsolescence;‘an ever more rapid rhythm of fashion and styling changes: the
penetration of advertising. television and the media generally to a hitherto
unparalleled degree throughout society; the replacement of the old tension

1 belleve  ttr,lt the emergence :It ~ih~iIliKk’JJ~lWl  r\ L~loscly  re la ted  11) the
emergence of thus  new moment of tate. consumer or tnulttnationai caprtrd
ism. I believe al\o that ~tc.  formal features in man\ ways express the deeper
logic of that partrcular  social sy\tertr I wilt only he ahlc. however, to show
this tor one maJor theme nameI) the disappearance ot a \cnse of history. the
wav III which our entire contemporarv sncral  system hd\ little  by lrttle  begun
to lose its Lapailtj to retain it\ ii\+ n past. has hepun to lrve rn a perpetual
p:e<ent  and in a perpetual change that obliterates tradrtron\  of the kind which
all earlier s~rc~al  formations have had in one way  or <Inother  to preserve
Think oniy uf the media exhau zLI.‘*Inn of news’ of how ?irxon  and, even more
so. Kennedy are figures from a now drstant past. One 15 tempted to say that
the very function of the news media  IS to relegate \uch recent hrstorrcai
experiences as rapidly as possible Into the past. The informational functron
of the media would thus be to help us forget. to serve :I$ the very agents and
mechanisms for our historrcai  amnesia.

But in that case the two features of‘postmodernr~m  on which I have dwelt
here-the transformation of reality into images, the fragmentation of time
into a series of perpetual presents-arc both extraordrnarily  consonant with
this process. My own conclusion here must take the form of a question ahouf
the critical value of the newer ar! There is <ome agreement that the older
modernism functioned against Its society in ways whrch  are variously
described nc crrtrcai.  negative. contc<tator):  subversive. oppositional and
the like. Can anything of the sort be affirmed about postmodernism and its
social moment’) We have seen that there is a way tn whtch postmodernism
replicates or reproduces-reintorces-the Itrg~c ot consumer capitalrsm,
the more stgnthcant questton  I\ whether there IS also a way in which it rcstcts
that logic But that is a ques!ron we must leave open.
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