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Foundations of Postmodernism
Md. Russell iqbal"
S. M. Humayun Kabir**

Postmodernism is a rccent phenomenon. It is an idea of our
understanding and a reflection of one's present condition. It
also includes contemporary social, cultural and political
condition. It belongs to our form of Iife, a form of reflection
and a response to the limitations of modemity. People in the
last decades of the 20th century believed that modernity
brings uncertainties, doubts, anxieties etc. So the term
'postmodernism' is highly controversial and it extends to
applying reactions against modemism.

In the 1970s the term postmodernism was adopted within
philosophy as a rough synonym for deconstruction and post-
structuralism. Philosophical postmodernism has two aspects:
first, it is a reaction against modernism and second, it denies
the distinction between 'high' and 'populat' art, which was
important in modernism. We find Jean-Francois Lyotard as the
prime advocate of postmodernism. According to_ him, "the

essence of postmodernism is a carefree skepticism about every
possible at^tempt to make sense of history."l It rejects all th-e
nmeta-narratives" of progress (whether Marxist or Liberal) in
every respect of modemig a.d modemism.

The distinction between modernism and postmodernism is
summarized in Jeremy Hawthorn's Concise Glossary of
Contemporary Literary Theory. He says that both Sive great
prominence to fragmentation as a feature of twentieth century
lrt and culture, but they do so in very different moods. That is
the modernist laments fragmentation while the postmodemist
celebrates it. And the other difference between the two is also
a matter of tone and attiude.
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Three personalities have laid marks in the history of
postmodemism: Juergen Habermas, Jean-Francois Lyotard and
Jean Baudrillard. In his influential paper 'Modernity - an
Incomplete Project'Juergen Habermas stlted that the modem
period begins with enlightenment, when a new faith arose in
the power.of reason to improve the human society. He said
that such ideas are expressed in the philosophy of Kant in
Germany, Voltaire and Diderot in Fiance, ind Locke and
Hume in Britain. In Britain the term 'The Age of Reason, was
to designate the- sa-Te period. The enhghtenment project
stands aga-inst the blind habit, precepts, bad elements of
religious affairs and also stands for the-application of reason
and logic. This is what Haberrnas means by-modernism.

The term 'postmodernism' was first used in the 1930s, but its
present sense can be said to have begun with Jean-Francois
Lyotard's The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge.2
Lyotard 's  essay 'Answer ing the Quest ion:  What-  is
Postmodernism?' was first pubished 'n 1992. peter Barry in his
Beginning Thelly (1995) says that "for the Enlightenment
whose prgjgcj Habermas wishes to continue is simlply one of
the would-be author i ta t ive 'overarching ' , ' tb ia l is ing '
explanations of things - like Christianity, Marxism, o. tlie
myth of scientific progress. These 'metaharratives' 

['super-
narratives'], which purport to explain and reassure a.L reiily
illusions, fostered in order to somb other diference, opposition,
and plural i ty. Hence Lyotard's famous definit ion of
postmodernism, that it is simply, 'incredulity towards
metanarratives', grand narrativei' of progr"ss ur,d human
perfectability, thery are no longer tenabl-e, aid the best we can
hope for is a series of 'mininairatives', which are provisional,
contingent, temporary, and relative and which pro,ride a basis
for the actions of specific groups in pairticular local
circumstances. Postmodernism thus-'deconitructs' the basic
aim of the Enlightenment, that is 'the idea of a unitary end of
history and of a subject. "3

Another theorist of _postm-odernism is the contemporary
French writer Jean Baudrillard, whose book Simuiations
(lVAt;+ marks his entry into this field. Baudrillard shows the
influcncc.s of f i lms, TV and advert isements in our
Q o
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contempor ary Iife, and how these are subverting our ability to

-rt"'J'irii"iti""'begween real and imagined, illusion and

realitv, surface and depth. He says that this is the culture of
;t"".i.t"ufitv', in whicir distinction behween these things are

";'"i;e.-f""" Baudrillard reproduces the-past er.a 9f 
'fullness''

whenasignwasasurfaceo,f indicationofanunderlyingdepth
;it"" tyifne sign reaches its present ttug.: o{e{Rtin-e;11 in a

;;.i;; oi steps. Flrstly, the sign^represents the basic reality; the

second is the sign tirat it misrepiesents the reality behind iU

in"-tt i.a step fo"r the sign is *h"t the sign dis.guises, the_ fact

thatthereisnocorrespo"ndingreali tyundemeath;andthelast
step for the sign is thit it beais no relation to any reality at all.
g^iti-llggs) ?tates that Baudrillard's own example -of the

;h# ;i6-it oii""yland. Disneyland has the effect of

t;;";G the fact t(at tne real is no longer. real, and thus of

r*f"S iftE reality principle'. 
"Within pbstmodernism' the

distin"ction betwireir wnat is real and what is simulated

;ihp;;;. eiel'rything is a model or an image, all is surface

without depth; this I t1.e hyperrenl, asBaudriiard calls it" 5

Ihab Hasan is another significant contributor on this topic.

Hur""b postmodernist n"otes offer a reasonably exhaustive

;;i;Gg"6 of non_mainstream American culture in the late

1g60s."In the 1g70s Hasan adds that the postmodern is not

onlv the cultural shift, it also involves a new relationship

;;fi";humankind and their environment. He suggests that
"we are witnessing a trasformation of man more radical than

Copernicus, Darwin, Marx, or Freud ever envisaged'"o

There is a widely held belief that no one can clearly indicate

*nuipott*o4"ri1;'"m exactly determines, it is hard to get two

oostmodernists who are uninimous with their own position.
'B;t p"t";Barry in his Begirrning Theory.(1995) raised some

points what postmodernisf literary critics do:

1 . Thev discoaer postntodernist themes, tendencies, and attitudes

iriti',ii literary works of the 20th century and explore their

applications.

They foreground fiction which ryight be said to exemplfy-the

,roiioit oi ttt, 
'disappearence of -lhe renl' , in which shiftittg.

l,ort,iroalr* identitliis n* srrni 7or tqample, in flrc ntixinu of
\ \
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liternry genres (thriller,story,myth, saga and the realist
psychological nouel, etc.)

They foreground zohat might be called'intertextual elements' in
literature, such as parody, pastiche, and illusion, in all of which
there is a major degree of reference between one text and another,
rather than between the text and a safely external reality.

They foreground irony, in the sense described by Llmberto Eco,
that whereas the modernist tries to destroy the past, the
postmodernist realizes that the past must be reaisited, but 'with

ironu.'7

5. They foreground the element of 'narcissism' in narratiae
technique, that is, where noaels focus on and debate their own
end and processes, and thereby 'de-naturalize' their content.

6. They challenge the distinctiort between high and low culture,
and highlight texts, which zuork as hybrid blends of the two.8

We stated earlier that postmodernism was adopted in
philosophy as a rough synonym for deconstruction and post-
structural ism. Deconstruction centers on theories of
signification, indication, ideality and sense or meaning
generally. Its profounder jacques Derrida shows "prioi
metaphysical, epistemological, ethical and logical systems
have been constructed on the basis of conceptual oppositions
such as transcendental/ empirical, internal/ external,
original/ derivative, good/evil, universal/ particular. One of
the terms in each binary set is privileged; the other is
suppressed of excluded."e Derrida demonstrates that the
privileged term is constituted by what it suppresses, and the
latter returns to haunt it. Thus the privileged term never
achieves perfect identity or conceptual purity; it is always
already parasitic on or contaminated by the imarginalized"

term. On the contrary, most structuralists shared a
predilection for the psychoanalytic model of the unconscious
and the Marxist model of determining social structures, while
Ferdinand de Saussure was the first to indicate it as a science
of structural linguistics.

It may be considered that postmodemism is closely articulated
r,r'ith modernity or it is treated as a modest modernity. It is a
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sign of modernity that works with its own limitations.
Giddens (1010;t0 opines that it is a form of life 'beyond

modernity'. It can be said that it is an approximate social
feature, a condition, a form of life, and a-different form of
society. And it is a feature of future-oriented project that
includes a post-scarcity order, muitilayered democratic
participation, demilitarization and a humanization of
technology. l i  So in this sense i t  is an instance of the
reconstitution of utopian thought.

Postmodernism is a buming issue in the field of Anthropology,
Sociology, Philosophy, Geograhpy, Theological SludGs,
Literary Criticism and Economics. A critical movement has
already grown up against this postmodern concept. They are
neo-conservative social analysts, critical theorists, classical
and not so classical Marxists,-rational-choice sociologists and
standpoint feminists. Sometimes it is presented very
ambiguously and generates mixed reactions frbm the critics.

Some analysts thought that it is an effort to mention the
unmentionable, articulating the unacceptable, the indefensible,
and the inconceivable. Someone thought that postmodernism
is a redundant term and inappropriate 1o understand
contemporary social, cultural and political condition. This is
really a-new ictea and its followers are always admitting that
we are living in the new times. Some one may say that we are
living in an interregnum. Whatever the opiriion is, it is
undoubtedly clear that it is a new one. The sensg of new times
may perceive a recurring feafure of modernityriAnd this idea
of_modernity may express "the consciousness of.an-epoeh that
related itself to the past ... in order to view itself as the result
of a transition from ihe old to the new."12
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