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Fredric Jameson on ‘Postmodernism and Consumer Society’

Jameson sees the postmodern movement as reactionary. The reaction is against modernity; a movement which was at one time shocking because of it’s reactionary nature but for those students of the 1960’s, ‘the enemy’. The problem with Modernism is the ‘individual’ focus; the privatization of language and philosophy. The other issue is the ‘erosion’ of boundaries between ‘high culture and … mass culture’[footnoteRef:1] and the consequent ‘effacement of professional philosophy’. Now there is just ‘theory’ which cannot necessarily be categorised; a radical philosophical move. Post modernity highlights a period of change: “a new social life and economic order” [which] is related to consumer or multinational capitalism”.  The aim of postmodernity is to express ‘this newly emergent social order’; two main aspects of the postmodern movement do this. The first is pastiche: the mimicry of style which ‘capitalizes on the uniqueness of these styles and seizes and mocks their idiosyncrasies and eccentricities to produce an imitation which parodies the original”. The second is ‘schizophrenia’ and relates to spatial and temporal dislocation with relation to the work of Lacan and linguistic signifiers. These elements create the sense of a homogenous linguistic form in radical opposition to ‘the styles of the great modernists.’ To understand ‘Postmodernsim and consumer society’ then, we must explore the terms of ‘pastiche’ & ‘schizophrenia’. [1:  Jameson pp. 542-544] 


Pastiche is the mimicking of other styles and is a change in focus from ‘high culture’ to ‘mass culture’ and is therefore seen as subversive.  It aims to parody not satirise. Postmodernism resulted in “mass culture” becoming paramount to “high culture”. A individualism is seen in the ‘erosion of the boundaries between high culture ... and mass culture’. Jameson highlights one of the most subversive and controversial elements of postmodernity as its approach to individualism in the post-war era as a myth.  An example of this is Warhol’s Brillo Box piece which subverts ‘high culture’, controversially making consumerism art. There is no longer an ‘indivdual’, ‘privatization’ in art.  This leads to the notion that postmodernism does not imitate the past but instead imitates ‘the feel and shape’ of certain characteristics of an art form: consumerism in the form of art. This elucidates the link between postmodernism & consumerist society.

The second element is ‘schizophrenia’ and relates to spatial and temporal dislocation with relation to the work of Lacan and linguistic signifiers. “Schizophrenia does not know language articulation”. If we view a sentence in the structuralist sense then a sentence is the interrelation of a signifier and the signified.  Schizophrenia is the inability to understand this communication and relationship. Jameson uses the example of words as only being seen in a material sense.  For example repeating a word until it becomes an un-signified sound.  This illustrates a dislocation from what the signifier is trying to communicate.  Schizophrenia is therefore a way of explaining the postmodern dislocation from time and space through a detachment of language. If language fails, communication fails.  If communication fails, alienation and dislocation occur.

Jameson illustrates the ‘deeper logic of a particular social system’. Modernism emerged after WW2 with the rise of consumerism.  Postmodernism is a subversive reaction to this, mimicking the modernist style and expressing a dislocation from space and time.  Postmodernity is not satirical but rather subversively reactionary. Aspects of consumerist society are therefore distorted. Jameson displays the ‘variety and radicalism of postmodernity’ and also shows a link between current capitalism and the fact there is still a strong possible link to the ‘modernist, ‘imperial’, legacy’.[footnoteRef:2] Thus, postmodernism mimics society through subversive alienation. [2:  Lodge & Wood p. 542] 
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Brillo Soap Pads by Andy Warhol
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