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Postmodernism and Consumer Society

FREDRIC JAMESON

The concept of postmodernism is not widely accepted or even understood
today. Some of the resistance to it may come from the unfamiliarity of the
works it covers, which can be found in 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, Learning
from Las Vegas; Andy Warhol and Pop art, but also the more recent Photo-
realism; in 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 vanguard film and video—but also a
whole new style of commercial or fiction 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: first, most of the
postmodernisms mentioned above emerge as specific reactions against the
established forms of high modernism, against this or that dominant high
modernism which conquered the university, the mu , the art gallery
network, and the foundations. Those formerly subversive and embattled

o

é-{yleé — Abstract Expressionism; the great modernist poetry of Pound, Eliot
qune, =i

This essay was originally a talk, portions of which were presented as a Whitney Museum
Lecture in fall, 1982; it is published here essentially unrevised.
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or Wallace Stevens; the International Style (Le Corbusier, Frank Lloyd
Wright, Mies); Stravinsky; Joyce, Proust and Mann—felt to be scandalous
or shocking by our grandparents are, for the generation which arrives at the
gate in the 1960s, felt to be the establishment and the enemy—dead,
stifling, canonical, the reified monuments one has to destroy to do anything
new. This means that there will be as many different forms of postmodern-
ism as there were high modernisms in'place, since the former are at least
initially specific and local reactions against those models. That obviously
does not make the job of describing postmodernism as a coherent thing any
~ easier, since the unity of this new impulse—if ii has one—is given not in

. . itself but in the very modernism it seeks to displace.

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 traditional ly 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 in
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 mystery and the science fiction
or fantasy novel. They no longer “quote” such “texts” as a Joyce might
have done, or a Mahler; they 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
literary criticism. Today, 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 Foucault, for example, to be called philosophy, history,
‘social theory or political science? It’s undecidable, as they say nowadays;
jand 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
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the description of a particular style. It is also, at least in my
flrs‘: ,tt::e;;?;gifzc:'lg conceptp\tvhose function is to correlate the cmcrge‘r:;e; '?f
new formal features in culture with the emergence of anew 'typ:l ;:::;1 soe;d : rln ?
and'a new economic order=what is often euphemistically c edr_n sy
ization:“go’ﬁi_ﬁfiusuial Or consymer society, the society of t;le m all'a -
spectacle, or multinational capital_isx;nh ] TLlIns tenz\.\é ll:l:;l:‘if:tt :e i:;]:tl 9}3} e
é twar boom in the Uni _  an
bczr?; IF;O:I?);I,I ::cFI;::cc, from the establishmen_t pf the Fl_fth l?’;e:pub_l(:::i :::
1958. The 1960s are in many ways the key transitional period, I; pcil e
which the new international order (nwcplon}allsm, the Green cv::n_ I1:1 ; se;
computerization and electronic infonpmlon) is at one and the same 1a o
in place and is swept and shaken by its own internal contradlcltllprlllsthe i \i
external resistance. I want here to sketch a few of the ways in which e
postmodernism expresses the inner trpth_ of that newfly ;mergeml sotma e
of late capitalism, but will have to limit Fhe descnpngn to on _y‘ ;0 e
significant features, which I will call pastiche and schlzogprema. : :yce =
give us a chance to sense the specificity of the postmodernist experien

space and time respectively.

ignificant features or practices in postmodernism today
i(:n;a:tl:ctl'l::. T(:fl:tlgﬁrst explain this term, which people gene:lle{é: ten:d to
confuse with or assimilate to that rclatgd }rcrpal phemme"o.lhc : plan:‘ . ry
Both pastiche and parody involve the imitation or, better still, the r::: o 0);
of other styles and particularly of the mannerisms and srylls;m twi e
other styles. It is obvious that modern hterz_uure in general off zrsﬁa :;rg -
field for parody, since the great moc_lcrn writers hgwc all been Em nec “);on
invention or production of rather unique stqus: _tl'unk of l.h_c Fau .v.el;;';ii s 0%
sentence or of D.H. Lawrence’s charz_cctertstlc nature imagery; s
Wallace Stevens’s peculiar way c;fHugiing absga?;ﬁ; lguzfszlrs;e 'ol;hink
i hilosophers, of Heidegger for 3 :
g;atrll::;:lsunslii:lf ;l:;lss of l:)d,;hler or Pmkoﬁev.‘All of l_:hesq styles,_ I':::et;zl"
different from each other, are comparable in this: each_:s quite unmis : able;
once one is learned, it is not likely to be confused with someth:jng e s::s‘ o
* -Now parody capitalizes on lhe‘ uniqueness of thc.f.c ;ty!es anh‘ salz -
their idiosyncrasies and ccccnlricuit;s_ to producg an imitation wall,]cfo?:n e
the original. I won’t say that the satiric nn;?ulsc is conscmys in ik
parody. In any case, a good or great p:u“od‘lst has to have some s&:c':tn:t y. >
pathy for the original, just as a great mimic has to have the capacll yf fo fof
himself/herself in the place of the person imitated. Still, the genera le ec o
parody is—whether in sympathy or wnl_l mahcc—to_ cast r:dy::u e on e
private nature of these stylistic mannerisms and their excess*vcngssmaénm
eccentricity with respect to the way people normally speak or write. So







