



[image: image]






discover postmodernism

Glenn Ward

 

 

 

[image: image]



Hodder Education
338 Euston Road, London NW1 3BH.


Hodder Education is an Hachette UK company


First published in UK 2011 by Hodder Education.


This edition published 2011.


Copyright © Glenn Ward


The moral rights of the author have been asserted.
Database right Hodder Education (makers).


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior permission in writing of Hodder Education, or as expressly permitted by law, or under terms agreed with the appropriate reprographic rights organization. Enquiries concerning reproduction outside the scope of the above should be sent to the Rights Department, Hodder Education, at the address above.


You must not circulate this book in any other binding or cover and you must impose this same condition on any acquirer.


British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data: a catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library.


10   9   8   7   6   5   4   3   2   1


The publisher has used its best endeavours to ensure that any website addresses referred to in this book are correct and active at the time of going to press. However, the publisher and the author have no responsibility for the websites and can make no guarantee that a site will remain live or that the content will remain relevant, decent or appropriate.


The publisher has made every effort to mark as such all words which it believes to be trademarks. The publisher should also like to make it clear that the presence of a word in the book, whether marked or unmarked, in no way affects its legal status as a trademark.


Every reasonable effort has been made by the publisher to trace the copyright holders of material in this book. Any errors or omissions should be notified in writing to the publisher, who will endeavour to rectify the situation for any reprints and future editions.


Hachette UK’s policy is to use papers that are natural, renewable and recyclable products and made from wood grown in sustainable forests. The logging and manufacturing processes are expected to conform to the environmental regulations of the country of origin.


www.hoddereducation.co.uk


Typeset by MPS Limited, a Macmillan Company.
Printed in Great Britain by CPI Cox & Wyman, Reading.





1
postmodernisms


Depending upon how you look at it, postmodernism can be a state of affairs, a set of concepts, and artistic approach or a word to describe aspects of any of these. Though it may be hard to pin down, its broad reach, from arts and culture through to society and politics, makes it a fascinating topic of study.


Postmodernism follows on from modernism, breaking with some aspects but extending others. It sees modernist, Enlightenment values as, at worst, excuses for imperialism, social control and the exercise of power.


Its main themes are:




•  an erosion of conventional distinctions between high and low culture


•  fascination with how our lives seem increasingly dominated by visual media


•  a questioning of ideas about meaning and communication


•  a sense that definitions of human identity are changing, or ought to change


•  scepticism about the stories we tell to explain ‘the human race’.






Introduction


Although postmodernism is often said to have begun in the 1960s, no clear historical line can be drawn. The term gained some currency in the 1950s and 1960s, mainly in relation to the arts, but was much more widespread in the 1970s, when it was first used to describe a new mood of exhaustion in architecture and literature. Continual experimentation and innovation seemed pointless.


Postmodernist style was perhaps most visible in architecture, where some of the failures of the post-war Modern Movement were clearest. In the new, postmodernist sensibility, stylistic pluralism, wit, nostalgia and even fun were the order of the day.


By the 1980s postmodernism was widely accepted as a label for the moment.


Key characteristics of postmodernism


Cultural flattening Modernism is seen as elitist; postmodernism seeks to resist this. Meanings and ideas flow through culture in ways that cannot be accounted for by a high/low model.


Formerly scandalous art works are institutionalized in museums and the academy, or become fodder for popular culture. The Modern Movement’s ‘shock of the new’ is now seen as ‘a set of dead classics’.


Knowingness Postmodernism insists on ‘self-conscious, self-contradictory, self-undermining statement’. Since few people trust their convictions or believe the world can change for the better, irony is the only option. Some see this as cynicism.


Hybridization Postmodernism swaps purity for new combinations of genres, styles and media.


Intertextuality Postmodernism constantly alludes to, quotes and pays homage to other texts.


Eclecticism Bringing material together from disparate sources overlaps with intertextuality and appropriation (taking materials from one source and reworking them in another context). All of these practices question modernist ideas of originality. Eclecticism is as much a social as an aesthetic phenomenon: what you listen to, watch, eat, wear and believe may be drawn from the myriad centres of global culture.


Surface effects From the embrace of decorative façades in architecture, to outrageous costume changes in pop performance, the effect of postmodernist images is, according to the American critic Fredric Jameson, ‘overwhelmingly vivid’ but lacking in depth and ‘affect’. Meanwhile, meaning and representation are called into crisis. Language and representation are no longer said to reflect or express reality; there are no truths, only interpretations. ‘There is nothing outside the text’, and ‘it is language which speaks, not the author’. ‘Meanings’ happen between audiences and freely circulating signs, and are not produced by a reality that exists prior to its representation. ‘The dissolution of TV into life, the dissolution of life into TV’ (as the French thinker Jean Baudrillard puts it) perhaps remains the clearest example of how our lives are infiltrated by simulacra (copies without originals).


Identity as simulation The fascination with depthless surfaces translates into a view of personal identity as a loose assemblage of cultural bits and pieces. The modernist self becomes an identity constructed in and fragmented by multiple codes and contexts. This ‘posthumanist’ approach variously presents identity as: hybrid, cyborg-like, fluid, nomadic, in a permanent state of ‘becoming’, or performative and masquerade-like. Existentialist philosophy saw the self as process more than an essence, but sought authenticity: postmodernist ‘subjectivity’ is process with authenticity abandoned. Not as bleak as they may sound, postmodernist identities are escape routes from dominant conventions of gender, nationality, ethnicity and sexuality.


Not all of these versions of postmodernism agree with each other. However, all reflect a widespread mood of uncertainty and contradiction. Whether this mood is dissipating or being fended off remains to be seen.



Postmodernism is everywhere


The term ‘postmodernism’ has been in widespread use for four decades or so, but the story of its spread through culture is fairly complex. Apart from a number of isolated early sightings of the term (some of which we will discuss later in this chapter), postmodernism started life mainly as an academic category concerned with certain developments in the arts, but soon became a descriptive term for all sorts of proposed shifts and changes in contemporary society and culture. To take just one example, it was argued that the world had lost faith in technological progress. Because faith in technological progress was seen as belonging to a specific ‘modernist’ historical period, the term ‘postmodernist’ was thought an apt description of our new period of disillusionment. However, by the mid-1980s, postmodernism had blossomed into what can sometimes seem like a catch-all term for just about anything.


By the middle of that decade, postmodernism in many areas (such as architecture, politics or literature) was frequently discussed in late-night television ‘culture’ slots, radio arts programmes, and middlebrow Sunday newspaper supplements. These discussions often consisted of either agonizing over what sense could possibly be made of a word like postmodernism, or dismissing it outright as a trendy buzzword rapidly reaching its sell-by date.


The deluge of books with ‘postmodernism’ in their title slowed to a steady drizzle by the 1990s but has not quite dried up today. Heated debate has cooled into sober reassessment, and in some quarters (the art world for instance) the word, if not the issues to which it refers, seems to have been wilfully forgotten. Meanwhile, aspects of postmodern theory have been fully integrated into humanities courses right across the Western world.


So postmodernism persists, to the extent that we might almost say (with a little exaggeration) that it has become part of everyday speech. Certainly the word still appears in the ‘culture’ sections of newspapers and magazines, and is rife online.



Multiplying meanings


Postmodernism is not, strictly speaking, a school of thought. It is not a unified intellectual movement with a definite goal or perspective, and it does not have a single dominant theoretician or spokesperson.


This is because ideas about postmodernism have been adopted by a great many disciplines, from philosophy to cultural studies, from geography to art history. Each area has produced books and periodicals with their own particular angles on the topic, and each has defined postmodernism in their own terms. In short, postmodernism has proliferated. Taken on board in so many different fields, where it can refer to so many different things, its meanings have multiplied, and the sheer volume of texts it has generated have tended to obscure, rather than clarify, what on earth it is all about. The problem is that what postmodernism might mean in one discipline is not necessarily compatible with what it might mean in another.


Postmodernism has led such a complicated life that it is perhaps more accurate to speak of the existence of several postmodernisms. On the one hand, it continues to circulate in popular culture. On the other hand, it remains a controversial subject. For some, postmodernism is firmly established as a shorthand term for a range of social and cultural transformations. Still others have grown out of it or remain sceptical about its usefulness.


The term ‘postmodernism’ has long had more than one application.




	an actual state of affairs in society


	the set of ideas which tries to define or explain this state of affairs


	an artistic style or an approach to the making of things


	a word used in many different contexts to cover many different aspects of all the above.





These are just four of the ways you can think about what postmodernism is. There are probably others. Of course, it is not so easy to separate these approaches in practice. For instance, if there is such a thing as a postmodern artistic style, a theorist of postmodernism might look at how that style relates to, or arises from, a postmodern condition in society.


Although taking something from all of them, the second approach in the above list is closest to the one adopted by this book. Rather than attempt to offer one all-embracing definition, postmodernism is most fruitfully viewed as a variety of perspectives on our contemporary situation. This means seeing postmodernism not so much as a thing, but more as a set of concepts and debates. We might even go so far as to say that postmodernism can best be defined as that very set of concepts and debates about postmodernism itself.


That said, there are a number of identifiable themes which run consistently through the different versions of postmodernism.




	They propose that society, culture and lifestyle are today significantly different from what they were a century, or even half a century ago.


	They are concerned with concrete subjects such as developments in mass media, the consumer society and information technology.


	They suggest that these kinds of development have an impact on our understanding of more abstract matters, such as meaning, identity and even reality.


	They claim that old styles of analysis are no longer useful, and that new approaches and new vocabularies need to be created in order to understand the present.





Pre-history


Perhaps the biggest problem with postmodernism is the word itself. The prefix post means ‘after’, and modern can be taken to mean ‘current’ or ‘up-to-date’. How then is it possible to be ‘after the modern’? How can we get a handle on such a paradoxical notion? One thing we can do is look at some of the word’s history.


Although postmodernism’s boom has been and gone, it has actually been around for a surprisingly long time. The term did have a number of isolated early incarnations, and these make up a kind of ‘pre-history’ of postmodernism. Before we go on to look at some of them, it is worth remembering that we should not see such ‘prehistoric’ examples as definitive. To do so can sometimes lead us up blind alleys, because what postmodernism meant then does not always sit comfortably with what it means now. Having said that, the six examples given below are worth looking at because they do overlap in some interesting ways with today’s varieties of postmodernism.


The 1870s An English artist called John Watkins Chapman (1853–1903) used it to describe painting which he saw as more advanced than that of French Impressionist painters like Claude Monet or Auguste Renoir.


1917 The German writer Rudolph Pannwitz (1886–1969) spoke of nihilistic, amoral ‘postmodern men’ who had broken away from the old established values of modern European civilization.


1947 In his abridgement of the first six volumes of British historian Arnold Toynbee’s A Study of History (1946), D. C. Somervell suggested that Toynbee’s focus on history could be called ‘post-Modern’. Toynbee then took it up, and put forward the notion of a ‘post-Modern age’ following on from the Modern Age (1475–1875). The ‘Modern’ was regarded by Toynbee as a time of social stability and progress. But since about 1875 Western civilization, with the growth of industrialized cities, has been troubled by social turmoil, anxiety and revolution.


1957 American cultural historian Bernard Rosenberg (1923–96) named as postmodern the new circumstances of life in society at that time. He argued that important social and cultural changes were taking place. These changes included the rise of technological domination and the development of a mass culture of universal ‘sameness’.


1964 Literary critic Leslie Fiedler (1917–2003) described a ‘post-’ culture which rejected the elitist values of high-brow modern art and literature.


1968 American art critic Leo Steinberg (1920–) noticed in contemporary visual art (for example, the early pop art) a change in interest from the representation of nature to the ‘flat’ representation of man-made images. He called this tendency ‘postmodern’ because, whereas older kinds of modern art had been concerned with capturing visual or emotional truth, pop art was interested in artificiality.


There are two important areas of overlap between these various ‘prehistoric’ postmodernisms and the meanings of postmodernism today. The first concerns the notion that we have entered a phase in history with its own unique characteristics. The second concerns an important distinction (but also an equally important mingling) between theories of postmodernism in society and theories of postmodernism in the arts.


Modernity and Enlightenment


Some of our postmodern forerunners spoke about society entering a new phase. They claimed that we were in a historical period with novel features that distinguished it from any other time in history. In particular, it was to be distinguished from the preceding Modern Age, there was a sense of the uniqueness of now. The exact character of this age, as well as the precise dates of its beginning and end, has been described in different ways by historians, but it is often associated with faith in:




	progress


	optimism


	rationality


	the search for absolute knowledge in science, technology, society and politics


	the idea that gaining knowledge of the true self was the only foundation for all other knowledge.





In debates about postmodernism, these kinds of value are often called ‘Enlightenment ideals’. In other words, they are associated with the Age of Reason (or the Enlightenment), which originated in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Europe, and which quickly influenced all Western thought.


This so-called Enlightenment project or project of modernity is not without its own internal disagreements, of course; it involves as many doubts and disputes as any other historical phase. To this degree it may be something of an overstatement to speak of the Modern Age (in Toynbee’s sense of the term) as having, or being, a single project. Nevertheless, the general philosophy of the period is often defined in terms of its belief that progress in society could be brought about through the gradual perfection (through increasing self-knowledge and rigorous intellectual method) of humanity. The upside to it was an investment in universal human rights that ultimately led to the French Revolution and the United States’ Declaration of Human Rights. The downside to it is that, in believing that their values should be universally applied, Enlightenment thinkers tended arrogantly to see Europe as the most enlightened and advanced part of the world. Europe was seen as more civilized than the rest of the globe, and this led to the view that other countries and races should be colonized, exploited or ‘bettered’. Some early accounts of a postmodernism describe a waning of these values or a radical break from them.
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