
"
s ~oJ' .+..r

two left shoes-left behind, in any case, like
:r, or writer. See Derrida, "Restitutions of Truth to

lesearch ill PhellomellOlogy 8 (1978): 32 (a partial
Ite en pointure," in Verite ell Peillture).

Criticallllquiry 3 (1917): 439.

.awrence Schehr (Johns Hopkins: Baltimore, 1982)

iel Charles), For the Birds (Boyars: Boston, 1981), Postmodernism and Consumer Society
ge, Massachusetts, 1961, 1970), p. 194.
University: Middletown, 1974), p. i.

:sity: Middletown, 1981), p. 3.
Iiller (Hill & Wang: New York, 1974), pp. 184-85.
a.c. Ainsworth,Illtroductionto the History of
'IIbridge, 1976).

sleyan University: Middletown, 1969), p. 150.

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 ~gas; Andy Warholand 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
con~emporary 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 reac1ronsagainst the
established forms of high modernism, against this or that dominant high
modernism which conquered the ~ty, the~, the art 2aller~
~!.'Y.0rk, and the founda.!!gps.Those formerly subversive and embattled

styles- Abstract Expressionism;thegreat modernist poetry of P~

This essay was o~iginally 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 ~ man~.~iffere~t f~!m.s.o.(pos~odern-
ism as there were high modernisIDs.inplace, since the former are at least
inItTaTiyspecific-anOlocarreactlons 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 it has one-is given not in
, itself but in the very modernism it seeks to displace.
. The second feature of this list ofpostmodernisms is the effacement in it of
some keyooundaries 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 traditionally 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 go~hic 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 ~otessional

Philosophy-the great systems ofSartre 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, w~..JJ!V~~ .QLwr~~.LI!Ui!!l.e!Y.-
called "_th.e~!Y':Wp'ichis ~l.or none of-those things at once. This new kind
of discourse, generiIly 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;
iand 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 f
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another word for the description of a particular style. It is also, at least in my
use, a periodizing concept whose function is to correlate the emergence of

!I.:w~.!l !e~u.!~.~n culture with the emergence of a It,ewtype of social life
and a new econ9.Duc.order~what is often euphemistically called modern-
ization:e.§{tindu~~i~ .~r.C9.nsJJ1D~~ie.ty, the society of the media or the
spectacle, oiniultinational capitalism. This new moment of capitalism can
be dated from the postwar boom in the United States in the late 1940s and
early '50s or, in France, from the establishment of the Fifth Republic in
1958. The 1960s are in many ways the key transitional period, a period in
which the new international order (neocolonialism, the Green Revolution,
computerization 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
significant features, which I will call pasticJ1e and schizophrenia: they will
give us a chance to sense the specificitYOf'the postmodernist experience of
space and time respectively.

I
I

I
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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 to that related verbal phenomenon called parody.
Both pastiche and parody involve the imitation or, better still, the mimicry
of other styles and particularly of the mannerisms and stylistic twitches of
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 Faulknerian long
sentence or of D.H. Lawrence's characteristic nature imagery; think of
Wallace Stevens's peculiar way of using abstractions; think also of the
mannerisms of the philosophers, of Heidegger for example, or Sartre; think
of the musical styles of Mahler or Prokofiev. All of these styles, however
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 uniqueness of these styles and seizes on
their idiosyncrasies and eccentricities to produce an imitation which mocks
the original. I won't say that the satiric impulse is conscious in all forms of
parody. In any case, a good or great parodist has to have some secret sym-
pathy for the original, just as a great mimic has to have the capacity to 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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