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Preface to the Second Edition

The origin of this book is quite simple. I had been asked repeatedly by
my students what I thought about post-modernity. I generally replied
that I hadn’t thought much about it at all, considering it a passing
fashion that would soon go away. It didn’t; in fact, throughout the
1990s it became ever more insistent and pervasive a presence. It was in
order to clarify my own mind on the question, in the hope that it might
help others to clarify theirs, that I embarked on this book. The result
took me well beyond theories of post-modernity. It became especially
important to consider modernity itself, as well as certain other theories
that seem closely related to the rise of the post-modern idea. Thus con-
ceived, the book seems to have served a useful and continuing purpose,
as witnessed by the several reprints since its first publication in 1995.

This new edition is not so much a revision as an addition, or expan-
sion. Rather than going through the existing text and updating it –
which by its nature seemed an impossible exercise – I have added a new
first chapter. This aims to do two things. First, it draws attention to
some of the new literature in the relevant fields. As in all areas of the
social sciences, that literature has expanded enormously. I have done no
more than refer to what seems to me the most interesting or influential
contributions, which are now included in the revised bibliography. In
the first edition of this book I apologized for the length of the bibliog-
raphy. In these days of the 50-page bibliography, sometimes taking up
a quarter or so of a book’s length, that apology now seems quaint. Even
in its expanded form the new bibliography still appears quite modest.

But the main purpose of the new chapter is more to do with new
approaches than new literature. The theme of globalization has increas-
ingly come to accompany and, in some cases, replace the theories dis-
cussed in this book. While globalization found its place at several points
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PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION vii

in that discussion, it has seemed worthwhile to address it explicitly and
specifically. More challengingly there have been the theorists of ‘multi-
ple’ or ‘alternative’ modernities. These have raised questions about the
centrality of the Western experience of modernity that is the implicit
assumption of this book. This questioning also has seemed too impor-
tant a matter to ignore.

In the cases of both globalization and these new theories of moder-
nity, I have tried to examine their claims in relation to the main dis-
cussions and findings of the book. I suggest that they throw a new and
helpful light on the theories discussed, and may indeed lead to new theo-
retical formulations in the future. But they do not so far seem to require
a rejection of the main propositions of the book; these, if anything,
emerge strengthened when considered according to the perspectives of
the new approaches. One tentative conclusion suggested by the new lit-
erature is that the theory of post-modernity may have served its main
purpose in sensitizing us, in a manner and to a degree not known before,
to the character of modernity itself. Since that was one of the original
arguments of this book, it is reassuring to feel that, here as elsewhere,
the new work of the last ten years may have gone along with, rather
than against the grain of, the book’s thinking.

Since the first publication of this book I have moved from the Uni-
versity of Kent at Canterbury to the University of Virginia. This has
added gratifyingly to the number of debts I have incurred in preparing
this new edition. The graduate students on my course on modernity and
post-modernity helped me to re-shape my ideas, and in other ways
offered congenial support. My colleagues Rita Felski and Murray
Milner, Jr., generously shared their thoughts with me, both through their
own work and in many conversations. To the university’s Institute for
Advanced Studies in Culture, to its director James Davison Hunter, 
and to fellow members Jenny Geddes, Steve Jones, Charles Mathewes,
Josh Yates, Felicia Wu Song and many others I am especially grateful
for the many seminars and symposia that dealt with themes central to
this book. Much of this material has appeared in the Institute’s lively
and wide-ranging journal, The Hedgehog Review. Others who have
helped include Brian Lowe, who has a keen and discerning eye for rel-
evant items from the contemporary press; Bruce Mazlish, who has been
a constant stimulus through his boundless intellectual energy and his
many published contributions in the field; and Katya Makarova who
has, once again, not only throughout helped to shape the general argu-
ments but has also made an invaluable contribution through her par-
ticular knowledge of the literature on consumption and the culture of
the city.
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Lastly, I should like to thank the people at Blackwell Publishing who
have encouraged me to prepare this new edition, and who have been
patient and supportive while waiting for it: my former editor Phyllis
Wentworth and my current editor Ken Provencher. I should also say
how cheered I have been at the number of times I have had to write
‘Oxford (or Malden): Blackwell’ at the end of new bibliographical
entries. It is an indication of how central Blackwell Publishing has been
in the whole field dealt with in this book. I am glad to be in such good
company.

Krishan Kumar
Charlottesville, Virginia

viii PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION
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Preface to the First Edition

Over the past quarter of a century there have been persistent claims that
Western societies have entered a new era of their history. While still
being undoubtedly industrial, they have undergone, it is suggested, such
far-reaching changes that they can no longer be considered under the
old names and by means of the old theories. Western societies are now
in various ways ‘post-industrial’: ‘post-Fordist’, ‘post-modern’, even
‘post-historical’.

Some years ago, in Prophecy and Progress (1978), I considered the
claims of the earlier varieties of post-industrial theory. These were asso-
ciated particularly with such figures as Daniel Bell and Alain Touraine,
together with a significant section of East European opinion. Their 
theories concentrated largely on the move to a service economy and 
a ‘knowledge society’, and the social and political changes that could
be expected to follow from this.

Those theories are still with us, but they have been joined by others
with a more ambitious scope. In these newer theories we encounter
claims that go beyond economics and politics to encompass Western,
and indeed world, civilization in their entirety. In the information and
communication revolution, in the transformation of work and organi-
zation in the global economy, and in the crisis of political ideologies and
cultural beliefs, these theories see the signs of a turning point in the evo-
lution of modern societies.

In this book I consider three of these newer varieties of post-
industrial theory: the idea of the information society, and the theories
of post-Fordism and post-modernity. Though they all share common
features, which I note, initially I examine them separately.

Chapter 2 [now chapter 3] deals with the information society. This
is essentially a restatement, by Daniel Bell and others, of the original
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x PREFACE TO THE FIRST EDITION

post-industrial idea advanced by them in the 1970s. As such it can be
discussed more briefly than the more recent theories.

Chapter 3 [now 4] considers the theory of post-Fordism. Though eco-
nomic changes lie at its core, in the hands of several of its proponents
it is broadened to include wide-ranging political and cultural changes.
In this it overlaps to a good extent with some central aspects of post-
modern theory. These broader changes are dealt with more fully under
that heading.

About half the book – chapters 4 and 5 [now 5 and 6] – is concerned
with the theory of post-modernity. This is not simply because it is the
most comprehensive – and provocative – of the theories, overlapping
not just post-Fordism but also the idea of the information society. It also
forces us to consider what we might mean by modernity, whose princi-
ples, it alleges, are no longer operative or valid. What is this modernity
that is being superseded?

Chapter 6 [now 7] looks back and critically interrogates, separately
and together, the theories expounded in the earlier chapters. It notes
their coincidence with the fin-de-siècle mood, and considers how this
may affect their character. It also speculates on the effects of some very
contemporary changes in the world, especially the break-up of commun-
ism in Eastern Europe. How do these affect the standing of our theo-
ries? Do they, as some assert, decisively negate them? Or do they rather
increase their plausibility? Academic theories sometimes seem to float
loftily above mere mundane matters. What concerns them are largely
their own coherence. It is a welcome feature of all our three theories
that they eschew this lifeless purity. They are rough in their form –
‘thick’ might be the fashionable description – and many-layered. While
this does not satisfy the requirements of strict ‘testability’, it means that
they engage with the real life of the societies in which they appear. The
experience of those societies, the discernible changes and continuities
within them, are therefore directly relevant to their validity.

The main purpose of this book is to give as full and clear an account
of these new theories as possible. But I should not have been satisfied
merely to expound. Nor should I have spent so much time on them if
I had thought they were simply wrong. It is extraordinary how much
energy is expended, in the critical literature on these theories, in showing
them to be hopelessly crass, if not infantile. This seems a rather weari-
some and pointless exercise, academic in the worst sense of that word.
The persistence of these theories, despite this critical battering, is some
indication that they speak to our contemporary condition. I have tried
to see how this might be so, and how they can help us to understand
that condition. Theories of society have a plurality of uses. They are not
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simply a series of testable propositions. Often their main value lies in
directing our attention to developments that have so far escaped our
proper notice. If, in the process, they overstate their case, they are only
doing what all interesting theories do, and should do.

A note, finally, about the bibliography. It is very long, in what is a
relatively short work. Partly this reflects the fact that in this book I have
combined a discussion of three theories that are usually treated sepa-
rately. Each has its own extensive literature. But there is another reason.
Theoretical discussion in sociology is increasingly becoming a ‘battle of
the books’. The critical literature has grown voluminously, and theo-
retical debates are conducted largely with reference to this literature.
This has long been the case in literary criticism, where the book or poem
under discussion quite soon gets lost amidst the critical commentary.
The practice now seems to be spreading to social theory. This book of
course continues that process. The justification has to be that it con-
tributes something to the debates, if only by way of clarification. But I
can’t help feeling that it also in some way testifies to the post-modern
belief that the whole world is text.

A number of people have been very generous with material and helpful
advice: Pat Ainley, Ash Amin, Phil Brown, Tim Clark, Rosemary
Crompton, John Jervis, Kevin Robins, Dick Walker, Frank Webster. I
am very grateful to them, and absolve them of all responsibility for any-
thing said here. I also learned much from my involvement in the Acton
Society’s research project on the ‘Third Italy’ in the 1980s; Edward
Goodman and Julia Bamford were the leading lights in this. At Black-
well Publishers, Simon Prosser has as always been the most sympathetic
and supportive of editors. I hope he feels the waiting has been justified.
I should also like to thank the University of Kent for two periods of
study leave during which much of this book was written. For those of
us who work in social theory this kind of support is particularly impor-
tant; institutions such as Kent, which maintain a generous policy of
study leave, deserve our gratitude.

Krishan Kumar
Canterbury, Kent
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1

Rethinking Modernity

Entering the New Millennium

The first edition of this book came out towards the end of the twenti-
eth century. This new edition is appearing early in the twenty-first
century. Moreover, there has been a change not just of the century but
of the millennium. For those living in Christian cultures, we are now at
the beginning of the third millennium – whether we call this ad or ce.

One can of course make too much of this – indeed, in retrospect, far
too much was made of this, what with the fear of ‘the millennial bug’,
with computers if not aircraft crashing worldwide, and a general sense
of apocalyptic expectation – most of it drummed up by the media indus-
tries (which did not inhibit several well-known scholars from cashing
in on the general mood).1 Still it would be unfair – especially after the
event – to be too critical of this tendency. As I point out in the last
chapter of this book (‘Millennial Themes’), the end of the old and the
onset of the new millennium concentrated minds, sharpened theories,
made people look to the long-term, epochal, changes rather than to the
surface currents. If it also led to an exaggerated sense of an ending, or
of a new beginning, that was a relatively small price to pay for the stim-
ulus provided by the fin-de-siècle feeling (see Kumar 2000 for some
further thoughts on ‘endism’).

Nevertheless changes of centuries and of millennia are artefacts, 
calendrical devices. They do not necessarily signify any fundamental
changes in the real world. The theories dealt with in this book are all
about long-term change – about claims to the emergence of new forms
of work, new forms of thinking, new forms of society. The second
edition of this book is appearing less than ten years since the first
edition. What, in the perspective of the longue durée, can possibly have
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happened, what can have changed to a sufficient degree to justify a new
edition?

For one thing, we know that a few years can make a momentous dif-
ference. Think of the chasm that, in Western society, separates 1918 from
1914, the years of the First World War. It is impossible to argue that the
changes of the past ten years can match those years – which still, to many
thoughtful people, represent the most gigantic transformation of con-
sciousness of the last two centuries. But enough has happened to make
many observers feel that within our very own day the world has changed
dramatically – as dramatically, perhaps, as it did in the years after 1989
when communism ceased to challenge Western capitalism.

The expression of this is to be found not so much in the spectacular
civil or international wars, many born of ethnic or national conflicts,
that have preoccupied the international community recently: the NATO-
led intervention in Kosovo in 1999, the bloody war in the Russian
province of Chechnya, the renewal of the intifada in Palestine. These
can with some reason be seen as the continuities and fall-outs from past
tensions, some of them at least half a century old if not longer. The new
thing, unmistakably and incontrovertibly, was the attacks on the World
Trade Center in New York and the Pentagon in Washington, DC, on 11
September, 2001.2 ‘9/11’ has become the symbol of a new world order,
or disorder. Like all important events of world-historical significance it
had its antecedents and portents – among other things, in this case, the
bungled attack on the World Trade Center in 1993 and the bombing of
the US embassies in Nairobi and Dar es Salaam in 1998 (Sanneh 2001).
But the events of 9/11 announced the new condition of the world in
tones that even the deafest could hear. It made clear what had slowly
begun to be realized after the fall of communism: that the United States
was now the world’s only superpower, that in its economic and military
might it stood alone, and that it would therefore for the foreseeable
future be the touchstone and arbiter of all the important matters agi-
tating the world. Like it or not – and many in America as well as the
rest of the world did not like it – America was the new global empire,
as dominant in the world today as Rome had been in its sphere in the
ancient world. In pursuit of its own interest and security, as it conceived
these, it would seek to intervene in all the corners of the globe. For some
people beyond its shores, it would be perceived as the source of salva-
tion, the power that could resolve all problems. For others, it would be
the putative cause of all discontents, the target of all resentments, the
new ‘evil empire’.3

That, and not so much the ‘clash of civilizations’, is the really new
thing revealed by 9/11.4 It is true, of course, that 9/11 could be read in

4 RETHINKING MODERNITY
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the perspective of ‘Islam versus the West’, or at least against America
as the symbol of the West. It is also true that the same could be said 
of many of the most striking developments of recent years: the war in
Afghanistan to remove the Taliban, the brutal civil wars in Algeria, the
Philippines and Sudan, a rash of suicide bombings across the world, the
problem of integrating Muslims into Western European societies, even
arguably the Palestinian intifada and the American-led invasion of Iraq
to remove Saddam Hussein in 2003.5 Certainly it would not be too hard
to make the case that the major ‘fault line’ in the world today is the one
that runs between a global, jihad-driven radical Islam and all the rest –
not necessarily only the West.6

This could be to overestimate both the unity of Islam and the staying
power of its Islamist or ‘fundamentalist’ branch. ‘Islam’, absolutized and
demonized, may not be the permanent or even long-term threat to world
peace and stability. There are many other issues and problems in the
twenty-first century world that could at any time force themselves onto
the global agenda and become the focal point of divided allegiances and
fierce conflicts. Population, poverty, ecology, bio-technology, computer-
mediated communication, the spread of nuclear technology, AIDS and
other global epidemics, the breakdown of global financial markets: all
have the potential to become the flashpoints of new kinds of upheavals,
potentially deadly in their consequences, and certainly confronting the
world with challenges as serious as that currently posed by a resurgent
Islam.7

So there are new things in the world – the last few years have
reshaped the world order – but we cannot be certain in what direction
they are taking us. There is a similar uncertainty about the theories and
ideas by means of which we seek to understand the forces and currents
that are driving the changes. The theories considered in this book take
Western society as their main focus, not because they are unaware of
or ignore the rest of the world but because they believe that the changes
in Western society will work themselves out in the world at large. The
West is given a central position because it is seen as the fulcrum of the
world order – politically, economically and culturally.

That is still a tenable position. However, it may not be possible to
hold it so unselfconsciously or so unqualifiedly. While one part of the
West, the United States, has achieved undoubted pre-eminence, other
parts – Europe East and West especially – are struggling to find their
place in the new order of things (Hutton 2002; Kagan 2004). The Euro-
pean Union is a spectacular accomplishment, but its members cannot
agree on its global role. Meanwhile the countries of the ‘Asian Pacific’
region – Japan, China, Taiwan, South Korea, Singapore – have created

RETHINKING MODERNITY 5
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a dynamic alternative to Western development, or, to put it more pre-
cisely, have inserted themselves as equal partners in the global economy
(Castells 2000b: 212–337).

Again this does not necessarily affect the main features of analysis.
It was always clear, for instance, that the announcement and anatomy
of ‘the information society’ (Johoka shakai) occurred earlier in Japan
than in the West (Castells 2000b: 248–9; Masuda 1981; Mattelart 2003:
99–102; Morris-Suzuki 1988); and even ‘post-modernism’ – like mod-
ernism – had its origins in the Hispanic hinterland rather than the heart-
land of Western modernity (Anderson 1998: 3–4). What matters is not
simply that these ideas found their most intensive expression in Western
circles but that they pointed to developments which had – or so the 
theories claimed – transformed Western societies to a far greater extent
than elsewhere. The scattered elements, drawn from diverse sources, had
here found their greatest amalgamation and concentration, and so were
more open to inspection than elsewhere. As in the past, the West was
the bell-wether to the rest of the world: de te fabula narratur [this is
your story too].

There has, however, undoubtedly been a shift of focus, or perhaps
just a change of mood, since the theories considered in this book 
were first enunciated. The century and the millennium have turned;
announcements of ‘the new society’ do not resonate so well; other per-
spectives, opening up less obvious or hitherto neglected aspects, have
come to the fore. While commentators are often talking about the same
things, they prefer to consider them under different terms. The changes
encapsulated as ‘post-Fordism’ and ‘the information society’ are now
more likely to be discussed under the rubric of ‘globalization’, both eco-
nomic and cultural. ‘Post-modernity’ still seems to ride high, judging by
the output of books and articles, though there is a greater tendency to
play games with it (‘pre-post-modernists’, ‘post-post-modernists’, etc.),
and of course there are the unsurprising announcements by certain intel-
lectuals that it is ‘finished’ (whatever that might mean).8 But the scrutiny
it attracts has also thrown the correlative term ‘modernity’ into sharper
relief, forcing a new questioning of its assumed features. A particularly
lively strand of recent commentary has focused on the concept of ‘alter-
native modernities’ – alternative, that is, to the Western form that is the
main concern of this book.

This new chapter can do no more than comment briefly on these
recent developments, as they affect the three theories discussed in this
book. I have used ‘globalization’ and ‘alternative modernities’ as the
main headings for these discussions, conscious that they have different
provenances and concerns and map only partly onto the substance of

6 RETHINKING MODERNITY
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the three theories. But not only do they reflect current intellectual inter-
ests; they seem also to bear directly on the book’s principal analyses –
extending them in some ways, challenging them in others, suggesting
new directions in yet others. While they may be less immediately con-
cerned with ruptures and discontinuities, and less impressed by claims
for novelty or uniqueness, they nevertheless are at one with these other
theories in engaging with contemporary reality in imaginative and illu-
minating ways.

Globalization

It would be as well to start with globalization, as this term now seems
to encompass much that might have been discussed separately under the
headings of ‘post-Fordism’ and ‘the information society’, the subjects of
chapters 3 and 4 of this book. Not that there does not continue to be
lively debate about both these terms and what they might signify.9 But
what is noticeable is the extent to which the concept and analysis of
globalization tends to enter the discussion (the Ducatel volume on the
information society is subtitled ‘Work and Life in an Age of Globaliza-
tion’). This is particularly striking in the case of Manuel Castells’s 
masterly three-volume study, The Information Age (2000a, 2000b,
2004). Here a host of issues – contemporary crime, new social and polit-
ical movements, personal and collective identities, the current condition
of women, marriage and the family, and the more familiar economic
and cultural changes – are all treated within the context of globaliza-
tion. The common element is indeed information – the information 
technology revolution and all that it connotes by way of instant com-
munication and the compression of time and space. But it is the global
character of information, the ‘space of flows’ that links people and
places worldwide through the Internet and electronic communication,
that gives it its decisive power. The ‘space of flows’, the global network,
complements and to some extent replaces the ‘space of places’, the local-
ities that were the predominant source of our experiences and identi-
ties. It is the integration of information in global networks, centred on
‘global cities’ such as New York, London and Tokyo, that has brought
about the supersession of the nation-state above all in the economic
arena but also in culture and to an increasing extent in politics as well.
All this has to do with global flows of information in financial markets,
and of the flows of images and symbols created by global media indus-
tries, creating an interconnectedness and a degree of dependence on a
manufactured reality unprecedented in human history. ‘The power of

RETHINKING MODERNITY 7
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flows [of information] overwhelms the flows of power’. ‘Schumpeter
meets Weber in the cyberspace of the network enterprise’. We live not
just or so much in a ‘virtual culture’ as in a ‘culture of real virtuality’
(Castells 2004: 402; 2000a: 199, 327–75; see also Castells 2000a:
407–59; Castells and Ince 2003: 55–8; Freeman et al. 1998).

Castells’s work is exemplary in showing the direction in which infor-
mation society theory has moved. There has been some shift of empha-
sis – from technology to people, for instance, from the ‘micro-electronics
revolution’ to the software engineers, media personnel and managers of
the ‘informational economy’ and the culture industries (Webster 2002:
82–4). There has been much on the manifold uses of the Internet, as an
instrument not just of communication and information but of new
experiments with the self and identity (Hakken 2003; Haraway 2003;
Kember 2003; Nakamura 2002). There has been an increasing interest
in the ‘oppositional’ potential of the information technology revolution,
the extent to which subordinate groups – such as anti-globalizers – can
use the technology to promote their causes and subvert those of their
opponents and enemies (Castells 2004: 145–67; McCaughey and Ayers
2003; Sassen 2002b; van de Donk et al. 2003). There have been impor-
tant inquiries into the role of various ‘diasporas’ and immigrant groups
in stimulating developments in the new technology – the role of Indians
in California’s Silicon Valley is a particularly good example (Castells
and Ince 2003: 64–5, 72). There have also been interesting accounts of
some of the more unexpected effects of the ‘outsourcing’ made possible
by information technology, such as the fact that American telephone or
credit-card users with service inquiries often find themselves talking to
Indian agents with impeccable, regionally honed, American accents in
Bangalore.10

All these instances bring information society theorizing firmly, 
once again, within the ambit of globalization. So far as the idea of the
information society itself is concerned – as discussed in Chapter 3 of this
book – there has been remarkably little that is new. Critics, often employ-
ing a Marxist perspective, continue to see the idea of an information
society as a kind of ideology, a celebration of what are basically new
forms of power and exploitation (e.g., Mattelart 2003; May 2002;
Robins and Webster 1999; Webster 2002). Apologists, often deriving
from business schools or schools of media and communications, are
prone to take an almost utopian view of the new information and com-
munications technology, as heralding a new dawn, a radical and benefi-
cial transformation of life and work (e.g., Cortada 2002; Ducatel et al.
2000). Much of this is a continuation of the euphoric view of earlier
writers such as Alvin Toffler (1981) and Howard Rheingold (1994).11

8 RETHINKING MODERNITY
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So globalization is the new thing. And ‘global informationalism’ does
not simply incorporate the central elements of theories of ‘the knowl-
edge society’, most of which were elaborated in relation to developments
within advanced industrial societies. It also displays on a worldwide
stage most of the features of post-Fordism. Post-Fordist theorists were
always aware of the global dimension but it did not structure their
accounts in the way it does those of globalization theorists. Thus
Castells relates the customization of goods, the decentralization of man-
agement, the flattening of hierarchies, the fragmentation and individu-
alization of work – that is, all that goes under the headings of
post-Fordist ‘flexible production’ and the ‘flexible worker’ – to the
imperatives of the global informational economy (Castells 2000a:
151–279; cf. Reich 1991, 2001; Hepworth and Ryan 2000; Hirst and
Thompson 1996: 6; Webster 2002: 68–82). The world economy is still
capitalist, more so than ever, but it is a capitalism transformed by infor-
mationalism. This makes it impossible to contain or control economic
activities within the borders of the traditional nation-states. New inven-
tions, technological innovations, scientists and engineers, above all 
more or less instantaneously initiated capital flows, make everyone
everywhere not so much the controllers and managers as the clients and
often the victims of an impersonal ‘net’ which girdles the globe and
catches everyone in its meshes (those who are not so caught are even
more unfortunate and impotent than those who are – Castells 2000b:
68–168 refers to a ‘Fourth World’, including much of Africa, of ‘infor-
mation-poor’, socially excluded groups and societies).

‘Globalization’ is evidently being made to do a lot of work in con-
temporary social theory, and it would be as well to see precisely what
it means and how persuasive it might be. Precision is hard to come by
in a concept that is on everyone’s lips and therefore can mean many 
different things. The authors of what has come to be one of the most
widely used books on the subject warn that ‘globalization is in danger
of becoming, if it has not already become, the cliché of our times: the
big idea which encompasses everything from global financial markets to
the Internet but which delivers little substantive insight into the con-
temporary human condition’ (Held et al. 1999: 1; cf. Hirst and Thomp-
son 1996: 1).12 Convinced nevertheless of the reality of globalization,
as the major development of the contemporary age, they come up first
with a broad characterization of it as ‘the widening, deepening and
speeding up of a worldwide interconnectedness in all aspects of con-
temporary social life, from the cultural to the criminal, the financial to
the spiritual’ (Held et al. 1999: 2; cf. Walby 2003). Later they attempt
a more precise definition. Globalization is ‘a process (or set of processes)
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which embodies a transformation in the spatial organization of social
relations and transactions – assessed in terms of their extensity, inten-
sity, velocity and impact – generating transcontinental or interregional
flows and networks of activity, interaction, and the exercise of power’
(Held et al. 1999: 16).

The authors acknowledge that such a broad conception will only
prove its worth if it is understood that globalization works differently,
in scope and intensity, in different social domains – economic, political,
cultural, environmental. Moreover, power and hierarchy mark the
current global order. Nothing in their definition, the authors stress,
implies ‘global integration’, global governance, or the emergence of a
‘global community’. Indeed, it has been widely recognized that global-
ization is not just compatible with but may directly stimulate move-
ments towards regional groupings, such as the European Union and the
North American Free Trade Agreement. It can also give rise to various
forms of ‘localism’, whether these take the form of ethnic or religious
revivals, territorial nationalism, or the rediscovery of local ‘heritage’ and
‘history’. The unlovely term ‘glocalization’ has specifically been coined
to indicate such a conjunction.13 More assertively there are those who
see globalization as the spur to anti-globalization movements, but at 
the same time point to the significance of the Internet and to global 
networks of information and communication in enabling and facilitat-
ing such movements of protest – in Seattle, Prague, Washington, DC,
Genoa, Geneva and elsewhere. It has for some time been clear that 
many of the new social movement activists (from neo-Zapatistas to the
Greens) are adepts at exploiting the new information and communica-
tions technology.14

Clearly, globalization is not a straightforward business. It is not 
necessarily linear or progressive. Its development is both uneven and
unequal. It has opened up enormous disparities of wealth and power,
stimulating widespread movements of resistance (Amoroso 1999;
Harvey 2000: 53–72; Sassen 1998; Sklair 1998, 2002; Steger 2002). It
has driven a wedge between the ‘extraterritorial elites’, the parts of the
population who have the power and freedom to move and act across
the globe, and the territorialized, ‘localized’ majority left behind in
increasingly attenuated communities, drained of meaning and resources
(Bauman 1998). It has unleashed new poisons, pollutants and diseases,
not just in the poorer sections of the globe but also within the affluent
societies of the West, the driving force of the globalization process
(Brennan 2003). For some, globalization is the obfuscating name for a
new form of Empire – the anonymous empire of an all-encompassing
global capitalism, more powerful and penetrating now than it ever was
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in the days when nation-states were the capitalist vessels or when 
European states carved up the world between them (Hardt and Negri
2001; cf. Gray 1998).

Whatever their criticisms, in many cases passionate and damning,
most of these authors agree that globalization is something real and also
something relatively new, at least in its range and intensity. It is pre-
cisely this that has been questioned in a number of important contri-
butions. For some, such as Paul Hirst and Grahame Thompson (1996),
to the extent that globalization is real it is not new, and in any case it
is not real to any great extent. Taking particularly the case of economic
globalization, the putative heart of globalization in general, they argue
that the current international economy is less open and less integrated
than it was in the period from 1870 to 1914.15 Further, genuinely
transnational companies, the supposed central actors in the global
economy, are relatively rare. Most companies – those large ones that we
term ‘multinational’ – are still nationally based and trade multination-
ally on the strength of a major national location of production and sales.
Foreign direct investment also remains skewed to the advanced indus-
trial economies rather than spreading out to encompass the world as a
whole. Trade, investment and financial flows are concentrated in the
triad of Europe, Japan and North America, and they are only margin-
ally present in Third World countries (a few ‘newly industrializing coun-
tries’ apart). The ‘global’ economy, if we wish to designate it as such,
remains as before under the control of a few powerful, mostly national,
mostly First World, actors. The policies and decisions of nation-states
– at least of the most powerful, acting singly or in concert – can and do
affect the international economy; there is no general ‘decline of the
nation-state’.16

This is cogent, so far as it goes (but see Held et al. 1999). What it
largely leaves out is the important dimension of culture, and the possi-
bility that the desires, thoughts and attitudes of the world’s peoples are
increasingly being shaped by ‘the culture industries’, themselves among
the largest of the global corporations (Lafeber 2002; Ritzer 2002,
2004a, 2004b; Sklair 2002: 164–207; Washington Post 1998; Waters
2002: 182–209). Here, too, it is clear that, despite the undeniably global
reach of the media and food conglomerates – Disney, CNN, Coca-Cola,
McDonald’s, etc. – there is no inevitable drive towards homogenization
and the production of a single global culture.17 But, in the global story,
culture may in the long run turn out to be as important as economics
and politics (cf. Jameson 1998: 67). Despite the efforts of national 
governments and national elites, an Americanized version of Western
culture has had and continues to have enormous appeal to the 
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populations of the rest of the world, most noticeably among the young
(and, unlike the West and Japan, the rest of the world is predominantly
youthful).18

It used to be thought that ‘erst kommt das Essen, dann kommt die
Moral’ – subsistence first, culture or morality second. It now seems more
plausible to think that, as Max Weber suggested contra Marx, it is the
other way round. Much of the historical work on the culture of con-
sumption has made it clear that basic changes in wants and desires were
a necessary prelude to the massive industrialization of Western societies
(see, e.g., Berg and Clifford 1999; Brewer and Porter 1993; Campbell
1987). Trade and manufactures do not so much follow the flag as the
images of the good life (see, e.g., Miller 1995a: 48; see also Miller
1995b; Stearns 2001). Stalin once said that if he could only take over
the ‘dream factory’ of Hollywood, he could ignore the governments and
economies of capitalists societies.

It is possible to argue, contrary to the usual claims, that while eco-
nomic and political globalization is very incomplete, cultural globaliza-
tion has a fairer chance of becoming a reality. This need not necessarily
mean Western domination. Cultural forms from non-Western cultures
have been invading the West for some time. This has lead to a certain
degree of synthesis and ‘hybridization’, most notably in music, clothes
and cuisines (see, e.g., James 1996; Nederveen Pieterse 2004). Much of
this replicates, at a popular level, what occurred in the ‘high culture’ of
the West at the end of the nineteenth century, when Oriental and African
thought and art had a significant impact on Western intellectuals and
artists.

But we should not let the enthusiasts for ‘world music’ and ‘world
cuisine’ deceive us. Just as at the end of the nineteenth century, the
present flow of influence between the West and ‘the rest’ is not equal
and symmetrical. While the products of global culture will not be
uniform, they may well carry, at a deeper level, a dominant Western
structure. As Richard Wilk points out, though the ‘locals’ may modify,
‘nativize’ or even resist the global culture, they often do so with the cat-
egories supplied by the global culture, or its dominant element. ‘When
Belizeans create national television in opposition to foreign, imported
programs, they work within visual and thematic forms created in 
Hollywood. The result is a kind of Belizean “60 Minutes”. Hollywood
has created the space within which Belizeans are “free” to define them-
selves’ (Wilk 1995: 123). Cultural globalization, Wilk claims, creates
neither homogenization nor, through resistance, ‘difference’, but ‘struc-
tures of common difference’, the same ways of portraying our differ-
ences. Thus, the many beauty pageants organized in Belize ostensibly
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express differences of locality and ethnicity, in line with the official
policy of pluralism; but all have the same form, reflecting the national
– and global – norms of professionalism, careerism and cosmopoli-
tanism. All are, in effect, local versions of the global pageant ‘Miss
World’ (Wilk 1995: 125–30).

This example provides a suitable model for much of the globaliza-
tion debate. The world may be becoming one space, but it is not 
necessarily becoming ‘one place’ (Axford 2000: 239) – not, at any rate,
if that suggests uniformity and homogeneity. But what we might plau-
sibly argue is that the terms within which ‘difference’ and ‘resistance’
are expressed are not neutral, that they come with a distinct Western
stamp. When Asian leaders talk about ‘Asian values’ as against Western
conceptions of human rights and individual freedom, they are still
forced to define and defend these values in terms of rights and obliga-
tions; in order to be heard in the international arena, they find them-
selves willingly or not borrowing the language of what is essentially a
Western discourse (cf. Lechner 1991; see also Ignatieff 1999, 2003a).
When Islamic ‘fundamentalists’ assert themselves against Western
values, they do so on the basis of a movement of renewal that (like all
fundamentalism today) is ‘thoroughly modern’ in its conception and
mode of operation (Habermas 1994: 132; cf. Eisenstadt 2002a: 18–19;
Göle 2002; Jameson 1998: 66; Parekh 1994). Even Benjamin Barber,
who generally portrays the struggle between ‘Jihad’ and ‘McWorld’ as
a contest of opposites, concludes that a better way to express the oppo-
sition is to see it not as ‘Jihad vs. McWorld’ but as ‘Jihad via McWorld’.
Many of Jihad’s ‘ancient usages’ and ‘classical norms’ are at least partly
‘inventions of the agitated modern mind.’ ‘Jihad is not only McWorld’s
adversary, it is its child’ (1996: 157).19

The question of how far modernity can be equated with the West is
for the next section. What concerns us here is simply the fact of glob-
alization, how far it is occurring and what its causes and consequences
might be. One can think, like Hirst and Thompson or Michael Mann,
that globalization is not occurring to any great extent, that it is largely
a myth. One can think, like Martin Albrow or Kenichi Ohmae, that
globalization is a reality and that it is good – that it represents a new
age and a new stage in humanity’s progress. One can think, like Leslie
Sklair or John Gray, that yes, alas, globalization is occurring, and that
its consequences, for society and the environment, are fairly disastrous.
Or one can think, like David Held and Anthony Giddens, that ‘histor-
ically unprecedented’ processes of globalization are taking place at the
present time, but that they are also contingent, uneven, and ‘replete with
contradictions’. Hence, they argue, no firm projections can be made
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about ‘the future trajectory of globalization’ or its putative culmination
in a single ‘world society’ or ‘world civilization’ – not even in a single
world market (Held et al. 1999: 7; cf. Giddens 2002: 6–19; Kellner
2002).

My sympathies are, perhaps feebly, largely with the ‘transformation-
alists’, such as Held and Giddens, since they stress both the reality of
globalization and its open-endedness, the uncertainties of its direction,
for good or ill. They are also convincing in seeing that globalization has
a pre-history but that it has entered a novel and more radical phase in
the last half-century or so. It is clear that globalization has been with
us a long time – ever since, indeed, the original hunting and gathering
societies began to spread out across the globe, making humanity unique
as a species in its global penetration and accommodation. Neolitihic
trade routes seem to have been truly global in their scope, linking 
Polynesia with Africa, and Asia with the New World. There were also
ancient empires – the Chinese, the Alexandrian, the Roman – that had
‘universal’, global aspirations, even if they never encompassed more
than a small fraction of the planet. Nor should we forget that the major
religions – Hinduism, Buddhism, Christianity, Islam – have from the
start all seen themselves as world religions, and in the case of the last
two at least have truly established themselves on a global basis. Coming
nearer in time, several theorists, following Marx, have traced the con-
temporary movement of globalization back to the sixteenth century,
with the ‘voyages of discovery’, the worldwide expansion of Europe 
and the growth of a capitalist economy that from the start took the
world as its theatre. All these perspectives are important in helping us
to understand our current condition. Globalization as a tendency is not
new. We can make sense of it, in part at least, by analysing the forces
underlying its longue durée (Dussel 1998; Goody 1996: 250–62; Harvey
2000: 54; Hopkins 2002; Jameson 1998; Mazlish and Buultjens 1993;
Robertson and Khonker 1998; Wallerstein 1979, 2000).

As so often, though, the salutary stress on continuity can hide the 
significance of newer developments. The acceleration of the global inte-
gration of financial markets, the coming to prominence of new economic
powers in Asia, the growing transnationalization of production and con-
sumption, the end of a bi-polar world with the fall of communism, the
increasing number and significance of international organizations, the
diffusion of a global culture – all these are changes and accomplish-
ments of recent decades and bespeak a new world order in which 
globalization, however uneven and contradictory, however unequal and
hierarchical, is the central fact.20 None of this denies the existence of
earlier phases or forms of globalization, none of it sees globalization as
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anything but incomplete and perhaps incompletable. Nor is there any
necessity that globalization must in the long term mean Westernization,
even though that is a plausible view of the current phase. But this
account rightly insists on the reality and novelty of the latest round, 
of our own globalization. ‘Different worlds, different globalizations’
(Hannerz 1996: 18).

It is clear too – to return to Castells and others – that a central feature
of this latest phase has been the revolution in information and com-
munications technology. No one denies the reality of that, at least, what-
ever they may think about globalization. The corresponding idea of the
information society, with all its ambiguities and problems, therefore also
remains a key term and a helpful organizing principle. Whether it is
treated on its own, or as an integral part of an argument about global-
ization, is really just a matter of emphasis. Globalization and what the
French call ‘informatization’ may not be exactly two sides of the same
coin but they are so closely interlinked that it would make little sense
now to treat one without the other (cf. Kellner 2002: 289). Castells’s
anatomy of ‘the Information Age’ is one outstanding example of this
as, in a more critical vein, is Mattelart’s (2003) analysis of ‘the Infor-
mation Society’.

More problematic is the concept of post-Fordism. Paradoxically it 
is the very success of its analysis that seems to have made the term
increasingly redundant. Virtually every account of work and employ-
ment makes use of its key term of ‘flexibility’ and points to the changes
it has brought about in the lives of working people. Particularly notice-
able is the use of post-Fordist analysis in accounts of the city, showing
how the changes in work organization and production have reconfig-
ured the layout of cities and the spaces of public life. More generally,
post-Fordism is seen to underlie the structural changes in the global
economy and the emergence of ‘the global city’, with globalism and
post-Fordism again going hand-in-hand, the one reinforcing the other –
if, indeed, they are separable at all (see, for example, Badcock 2000;
Kesteloot 2000; Sassen 2002a: 118–37; Thorns 2002: 68–94).

Castells again is a leading figure in all this, and though he is content
to use the language of Fordism and post-Fordism (2000a: 152–5), many
others do not. It is as if there is now so much agreement that post-
Fordist changes (whether or not so-called) are occurring that people do
not feel the need to refer to the original analysis and opposition of
Fordism and post-Fordism.21 Post-Fordism may have been killed by its
own success.

Does this matter? Post-Fordist theory remains invaluable by virtue of
its careful attention to changes over time, and by the concreteness of its
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analysis of particular formations in particular places (e.g., the ‘Third
Italy’). It points to a transformation of economic life that is not simply
sweeping in its direct economic impact but connects up also with many
changes in non-economic life – in the family, in the balance between
‘home’ and ‘work’ and between men and women, in life-styles and con-
sumption patterns, in the very notions of individual identity. It matters
little what names we choose to call these changes. Post-Fordism, to me
at least, continues to have the attraction of referring back to the pow-
erful constellation of Fordism, as deployed by Gramsci. Others may
prefer other names. What matters is the truth or otherwise of the devel-
opments encapsulated in the term ‘post-Fordism’; and here, judging by
the recent literature, the verdict seems pretty plain – plainer even than
when the chapter was first written.

Alternative Modernities, Multiple Modernities

If the information society and post-Fordism have tended to be embraced
by globalization, modernity and post-modernity have been swept up in
an equally wide-ranging questioning of the conventional understanding
of those terms, and an attempt to establish a broader framework. Since
much of this questioning relates to the allegedly Western bias of much
of the earlier thinking on modernity, and the need to bring the non-
Western world into the picture, this development too could be included
under the rubric of a certain kind of globalization (cf. Dirlik 2003).
However, whereas the former discussion emphasizes commonalities 
and linkages, and the power of globalization as a more comprehensive
process and more satisfying explanatory concept, in the latter case what
comes to the fore are difference and divergence. Modernity, it is sug-
gested, must be seen as a far more varied project, historically and soci-
ologically, than we have been accustomed to think. This means that we
need to look at Western modernity with fresh eyes. It must also, by exten-
sion, throw a different light on what we might mean by post-modernity.

Somewhat athwart this line of thought is the striking claim that ‘we
have never been modern’. That was the argument of an engaging and
provocative essay by the sociologist of science Bruno Latour. ‘No one
has ever been modern. Modernity has never begun. There has never been
a modern world’ (1993: 47). These alarming statements turn out not 
to be what they first seem. Rather, what Latour argues is that ‘the 
constitution of modernity’, with its radical separation of the spheres 
of science, politics and ethics, set an impossible goal. In all societies
(‘modern’ ones no less than pre-modern or non-modern ones), science 
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is necessarily and inextricably mixed with political and ethical concerns.
Contemporary anti-modernists and post-modernists are both mistaken
in that they wrongly accept the ‘official’ version of modernity – with its
claim for the autonomy of science – at face value. In practice we are, and
always will be, like the ‘pre-moderns’, even while we go on proclaiming
the separation of spheres and their respective sovereignty in their own
domains. At most what the anti-modernist and post-modernist critiques
have achieved is to destroy our illusions, so that ‘we have all become
premodern again’ (1993: 74; see also Lash 1999: 267–84).

If Latour thinks we have never been modern, Hans Blumenberg
(1983) argues that we have always been modern. This too isn’t quite as
dramatic as it first sounds. As against thinkers such as Karl Löwith
(1949), who saw modern thought as essentially a secular distillation of
earlier Jewish and Christian theology, Blumenberg wishes to establish
the originality and ‘legitimacy’ of the modern epoch. It was the modern
age that, uniquely and distinctively, conceived the whole human story
as one of a progressive self-assertion and mastery of reality, and so ret-
rospectively conferred the badge of modernity on all human undertak-
ings from earliest times. It took modernity to recognize the ‘scientific’
and ‘rational’ quality of human endeavour, past as well as present. ‘The
modern age was the first and only age that understood itself as an epoch
and, in so doing, simultaneously created the other epochs’ (1983: 170).

Neither of these perspectives requires a radical rethinking of tradi-
tional accounts of modernity. The first, Latour’s, simply restates in
urbane and elegant terms the well-known gap between promise and 
performance in modernity. Others have seen it, for instance, in the dis-
junction between the proclaimed modern ideals of freedom and democ-
racy and the dismal record in these respects of most modern societies
to date. In Latour’s case, indeed, the failure does not appear so serious:
we have simply failed to acknowledge what we have (necessarily) been
doing all along in practice, and so have been guilty of a kind of ‘false
consciousness’. Once we accept the ‘hybrid’ nature of our culture and
practices, once we own that ‘we are not exotic but ordinary’, we are
liberated from our illusion of difference and uniqueness and can learn
from the practices of other – ‘non-modern’, non-Western – cultures rou-
tinely studied by anthropologists. Latour is even prepared to say that
‘we have been modern’; it is just that ‘we can no longer be modern in
the same way’. We cannot any longer pretend to be modern as that term
has been understood hitherto. In that sense, as Latour again admits, in
‘this desire to bring to light, to incorporate into language, to make
public’ what has been obscure and hidden, ‘we continue to identify with
the intuition of the Enlightenment’ (1993: 127, 142).
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Blumenberg’s intuition is also fundamentally an Enlightenment one,
as rethought by Hegel (‘the real is rational’) or perhaps Habermas (‘the
unfinished project of modernity’). The Enlightenment’s faith in reason
needs to be corrected by a more rounded concept of human nature –
the need for myth, for instance – but it was an essentially sound one
and a genuine achievement of modernity.22 Once one dispenses with its
– necessary for the time – disparagement of tradition and the past, and
sees the more or less permanent drive towards the mastery of the envi-
ronment that is inherent in human striving, one can both reconcile past
and present and acknowledge modernity’s uniqueness.

Neither Latour nor Blumenberg deny, or even question, the assump-
tion of the Western origin and invention of modernity. Along with most
other commentators – myself included – they would probably accept
some such orthodox definition of modernity as that given by Anthony
Giddens: ‘those modes of social [and intellectual] life or organization
emerging in Europe from around the seventeenth century, and which
subsequently became worldwide in their influence’ (1990: 1; cf., e.g.,
Dodd 1999: 3). This is relatively precise both as to time and to place;
it adds also an observation, again generally accepted, as to the momen-
tous consequences of this Western invention. Such an understanding in
its main outlines underlies the account of modernity given in chapter 5
of this book.

What is more challenging to the conception of modernity held there
is the position, advanced from a number of quarters in recent years, that
our accounts of modernity are fundamentally flawed by our equation
of modernity with the West, and of modernization with Westernization.
There have been, and can be, many varieties of modernity, it is argued.
Soviet communism was one; and though it undoubtedly had Western
roots in Marxism, it took a form that deviated substantially from the
main model of modernity as held by the West (Arnason 2002, 2003).
The same might be said of European fascism, as seen in 1930s Germany
and Italy. There is also an ‘Islamic modernity’, as practised by present-
day Iran and aspired to by several other Middle Eastern societies, includ-
ing to a growing extent Turkey (Eickelman 2002; Göle 2002). Most
far-reaching of all perhaps are the claims for an Asiatic form of moder-
nity, based partly on ‘Asian values’ and Asiatic traditions, such as 
Buddhism and Confucianism. Japan and China, in their different ways,
are seen as the leading exemplars of this; but the argument can also be
extended to several other societies in South-East Asia, such as those of
Singapore, Malaysia, Korea and Vietnam (Dirlik 2003: 278; Eisenstadt
1996; Kang 1998; Pye 2000; Weiming 2000, 2002; Woodside 2001).
Even India, it has been argued, despite certain undeniably Western fea-

18 RETHINKING MODERNITY

FPI1  8/17/2004  3:30 PM  Page 18



tures deriving from its colonial past, has fused that colonial past with
indigenous traditions to produce a distinctive modernity that is differ-
ent from the West (Kaviraj 2002). With an eye on more recent devel-
opments, some commentators have also been arguing that the various
forms and relations of ‘diasporic’ communities across the globe, the
result of large-scale voluntary and involuntary migrations, are creating
yet another form of modernity (see, e.g., Tambiah 2002).

It has, of course, always been clear that modernity is a variegated
thing, even in its Western form. American modernity – US style – is 
different from European modernity; Latin American from both North
American modernity and that of Europe (Heideking 2002; Ortiz 2002;
Wittrock 2002). There is a large literature on the varieties of European
modernity – ‘Western’, ‘Eastern’ and ‘Central-European’; while even in
Western Europe itself there are different forms North and South, and
between the ‘Continental’ and ‘Anglo-Saxon’ models (Crouch 1999;
Delanty 1995; Kumar 2001: 71–103; Macfarlane 1978; Niedermüller
and Stoklund 2001; Pagden 2002; Therborn 1995). But no one denies
a ‘family resemblance’ between these various Western forms (especially
if Russia is excluded from ‘Europe’). Not only do they share, in large
measure, the common inheritance of Christianity, but they are also
linked by the common experiences of the Scientific Revolution, the
European Enlightenment, the Democratic and Industrial Revolutions
(see further Kumar 2003).

What, therefore, is really at issue here, what the proponents of alter-
native and multiple modernities are most concerned to question, are the
alleged priority and primacy of the overall Western model of moder-
nity.23 The challenge is at once historical and sociological. In the first
place, some scholars question the West’s claim to have invented moder-
nity, to have patented the model, as it were. Was modernity really
invented in Europe sometime between the seventeenth and nineteenth
centuries, and then exported to, or imposed on, the rest of the world?24

This has been the view of a whole generation of theorists of modern-
ization, not to mention the classical sociologists, Marx, Durkheim and
Weber, who gave that account its canonical form (Eisenstadt 2002a: 1;
Eisenstadt and Schluchter 2001: 3; Goody 1996: 1–10).

What then are we to make of a China that by the Middle Ages pos-
sessed the quintessentially ‘modern’ – according to Francis Bacon –
inventions of gunpowder, printing and the compass? That, well before
the West, had perfected the manufacture of paper and had indeed 
introduced the world’s first paper money? That, in Hangchow, had the
world’s largest city, not to be surpassed until nineteenth-century
London? That was the lynch-pin of an emerging ‘world system’ of trade
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and commerce? That had a centralized political system, a uniform tax
system, a meritocratic class system – based on open civil service exam-
inations – and a civil religion (Confucianism) that gave it an unparal-
leled degree of control and integration over a vast land mass
(Abu-Lughod 1991: 316–51; Goody 1996: 91–2; Woodside 2001:
216–17)? And if we are inclined to stress Western expansiveness and a
buccaneering spirit of adventure, we should remember that fifteenth-
century Ming China was the world’s foremost naval power, with fleets
that sailed regularly across the Indian Ocean to Calicut, the Persian Gulf
and the east coast of Africa – even, it has been claimed, on at least one
occasion under the legendary admiral Zheng He rounding the Cape 
of Good Hope and reaching America, some seventy years before 
Columbus (Abu-Lughod 1991: 320–1; Menzies 2003).25

But then we should also remember that in 1435, shortly after Zheng’s
epic voyages, the Ming emperors abruptly abandoned overseas trade
and exploration and turned China in upon itself. The outward-looking,
expansive, moment never returned. China, for reasons that still perplex
scholars, lost its chance to assume a hegemonic role in the early world
system, leaving the vacant space to be occupied, after a hiatus of a
century or so, by the West. Nor, too, did the undoubtedly brilliant sci-
entific and technological developments lead to any sustained economic
growth or any tradition of scientific inquiry comparable to the West at
a somewhat later period.26 When the West encountered China in the
nineteenth century, it found a civilization of immense sophistication and
enormous cultural achievements, but one that was no match for the
West economically and militarily. At that level and in that sense at least
China was not modern.

The same sort of thing can be said for the more general claim of early
modernity in eastern Eurasia (no one makes a serious case for any other
non-Western part of the world at this time). There was, it seems, a
general process of ‘vernacularization’ across the whole region of South
and South-East Asia in the period 1000–1500, producing linguistically-
defined and territorially bounded states that broke with the imperial,
universalizing, goals of earlier rulers – thus paralleling in some respects
the break-up of medieval Christendom in the West and the rise of
nation-states (Pollock 2001). Literary evidence for the same region
shows the emergence in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries of a
public–private distinction with some similarity to what became central
to Western modernity (Subrahmanyam 2001: 80). In Japan, we are told,
there was in the Tokugawa period (1603–1868) not only ‘considerable
economic development, the growth of a relatively centralized state, the
emergence of a professional bureaucracy, and an ideological apparatus
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to justify the state’ (Howell 2001: 117), but also ‘a robust public sphere’
and a ‘vigorous public life’ (Berry 2001: 134, 139). The picture of a rel-
atively developed economy, at least in ‘core regions’, comparable in most
respects to similar regions of Europe up to as late as 1750, has been
painted not just for Japan but also for China and (northern) India. The
claim is that East Asia was as ripe for industrial ‘take-off’ in the eigh-
teenth century as western Europe – and that a good deal of luck was
involved in the West’s ultimate success and the ensuing divergence
(Goody 1996: 241; Hall 2001: 490; Pomeranz 2000). At the most
general level it has been argued that eastern Eurasia shared with its
western counterpart a massive and largely successful effort of economic
expansion and environmental control that led in the period 1500–1800
to fundamental technological and organizational innovations and,
among other things, to a doubling of the world’s population. In soci-
eties across Eurasia, from Britain and continental Europe to Mughal
India, Tokugawa Japan and Ming China, centralized states could
command the military, fiscal and bureaucratic resources to impose
control on outlying regions, bring peace and security to their tax-paying
subjects, and so unleash an ‘enhanced human capacity for collective
action’ (Richards 2003: 16; see also Crosby 1986).

All these features are meant to indicate the emergence in South and
East Asian societies of an incipient modernity that, independently and
before any real degree of Western penetration, bears comparison with
Western developments at the same or later date. However, we should
note the warnings of several of the very scholars that describe these 
features that they are not to be taken as necessarily having the same
meanings as they do in the Western case (e.g. Howell 2001: 117; Pollock
2001: 60; Subrahmanyam 1997: 761; Wakeman 2001: 182). We should
also remember, as in the separate case of China, the different subsequent
trajectories of these societies when compared with the West. Vernacu-
larization did not lead to the emergence of nation-states or even of
ethnic consciousness to any great degree (Pollock 2001: 64). The ‘public
sphere’ in both China and Japan remained a largely elite phenomenon.
It had the form not, as Jürgen Habermas describes it for the West, of
‘private people come together as a public’ (Habermas 1991a: 27), but
of negotiations between the ‘ins’ and ‘outs’ of the gentry class within
the context and culture of authoritarian states (Berry 2001: 156;
Wakeman 2001: 168; Woodside 2001: 215). The considerable scientific
and economic progress in China, Japan and India slowed down or
stalled at some point, leaving these countries quite unable to compete
with the West or to resist Western penetration or colonization at a later
date.27 In both China and Japan it took massive internal upheavals to
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reshape polities – largely along Western lines – so that these societies
could begin, or restart, the process of modernization.

Many of the theorists of ‘multiple modernities’ accept what Shmuel
Eisenstadt calls the ‘historical precedence’ of the Western pattern of
modernity (Eisenstadt 2002a: 3; cf. Eisenstadt and Schluchter 2001: 2;
Weiming 2002: 207, 217; Wittrock 2002: 38–41). That is, they reject
the arguments of those who say that many non-Western societies were
already ‘modern’ or modernizing before their encounters with the West.
Moreover, they accept that nearly all societies in the world today 
have modelled many of their basic political, legal and administrative
institutions on Western forms: the territorial nation-state, representative
assemblies, independent judiciaries, expert agencies (Eisenstadt 2002a:
14; Wittrock 2002: 31–5). In this sense the West’s temporal priority in
the matter of modernization has had a determining effect on the kind
of modern societies that were formed elsewhere. As Wittrock (2002: 35)
says, such a ‘temporal conception of modernity ultimately rests on a
substantive one.’ To have been there first establishes the basic pattern
of modernity for all subsequent attempts.

But to what degree and with what effect? Here the new theorists of
multiple modernities express their basic disagreement with the ‘conver-
gence thesis’ of old modernization theory. The West may have invented
modernity, but it has not patented the model nor determined the final
form it must take. ‘The actual developments in modernizing societies’,
says Eisenstadt (2002a: 1), ‘have refuted the homogenizing and hege-
monic assumption of the Western program of modernity.’ Becoming
modern does not necessarily mean becoming Western. As Eisenstadt
puts it:

While the common starting point was once the cultural program of
modernity as it developed in the West, more recent developments have
seen a multiplicity of cultural and social formations going far beyond the
very homogenizing aspects of the original version. All these developments
do indeed attest to the continual development of multiple modernities, or
of multiple interpretations of modernity – and, above all, to attempts at
‘de-Westernization’, depriving the West of its monopoly on modernity.
(Eisenstadt 2002a: 24; see also Göle 2002: 92–3; Subrahmanyam 2001:
100; Weiming 2002: 216–17).

No doubt there can be a ‘Confucian’ or an ‘Islamic’ modernity (as
there are American and European modernities). The West may have
given the signal, but different societies, it may plausibly be argued, can
take and have taken diverse paths to modernity, following the bent of
their own particular traditions and cultures. But two caveats to this need
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to be noted. First, there is a fundamental ambiguity in the argument.
What happens when you adopt, as these theorists accept tends to be the
case, the nation-state form? Or scientific expertise? Or industrialization
itself? Without falling into the position of out-and-out convergence the-
ories, are there not rather basic structural features that must follow from
the adoption of these forms and practices? Secondly, is it not the case
– again as many of these ‘multiple modernities’ theorists themselves
point out – that Western modernity itself has been marked by ‘internal
antinomies and contradictions’ for the whole of its history’ (Eisenstadt
2002a: 7; cf. Frisby 2001: 1–26)?28 For instance, no sooner has it ‘abol-
ished the past’ than it sets about restoring it in the form of revivals –
Gothicism, neo-classicism, ‘Queen Anne’, etc. It is true that these are
self-conscious exercises in retrieval and restoration – no more clearly so
than in post-modernist culture – but the phenomenon points to a whole
series of possibilities that are revealed when we set aside an excessively
homogenized view of Western modernity. A similar perception might
arise from a consideration of what Eisenstadt (2002a: 24) calls the 
principle of ‘self-correction’, and what Sudipta Kaviraj (2002: 140)
refers to as ‘recursive rationality’, at the heart of Western modernity.
This points to the high degree of reflexivity, the capacity to reflect and
learn, that has made it possible for Western societies to monitor their
own development and to produce patterns of divergence and diversity
among themselves.29 This has meant, for instance, that ‘late developers’
in the West – Germany and Russia among others – were able to deviate
substantially from the initial models of modernity supplied by Britain
and France.

Does this, together with the ‘ambiguities and contradictions’ (Frisby
2001: 2) of Western modernity, not supply the pattern for non-Western
modernities? Is it not precisely this process, basic to Western modernity
itself and arising from its very principles of operation, that allows us to
conceive and explain the considerable variation that obtains among
modernizing societies throughout the world today? Just as Western
intellectuals, from Romantics to Modernists, were able to raid their own
cultures (and sometimes others) in turning their passionate critiques
against Western institutions and practices (see, e.g., Clark 1999; Lash
1999; Lowy and Sayre 2001; Touriane 1995), so too non-Western
peoples have been able to draw upon their own traditions – as well as
those of Western societies – in reformulating the modern project
(Gandhi might well be seen as an exemplary figure in this). It is not a
case of Western versus non-Western modernities. Too schematic and
simplified a model of Western modernity has led us into this error. The
West invented – it is right to give it the historical priority – a pattern of
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modernity that has from its very inception been diversified and capable
of multiple directions of development. Non-Western societies are con-
tinuing that pattern of diversity, often with tools borrowed from the
West, even when they think they are deviating fundamentally from 
the Western model. That this occasionally gives offence to Western
observers should not obscure the similarity of Western and non-Western
modernization.

Modernization, Modernity, Post-Modernity

The essential challenge from the theorists of multiple or alternative
modernities is not so much to the primacy or priority of Western moder-
nity as to the very meaning of the term ‘modernity’ and its cognates.
Are ‘modernity’ and ‘the West’ synonymous? Is modernity inherently
Western, is that the only meaning that the word can properly have? And
if so, what are we to call those features of non-Western societies that
seem to possess many of the qualities of what we have come to call
modernity? Some scholars of non-Western societies hesitate to apply 
the term ‘modernity’ to the developments they observe, fearing to fall
into the trap of using a Western term that will inevitably place those
societies, as secondary or ‘subaltern’, unfavourably against the ‘master’
model of the West. If the term is to be used at all – and it is difficult to
see how to avoid it altogether – it has to be given a different inflection
and made to carry multiple meanings.

Considering the case of Confucian Asia, for instance, Alexander
Woodside suggests that ‘the best intellectual solution might well be to
abandon any hope of a unified analytical narrative with an omniscient
narrator in looking at the rise of the . . . modern in both the Confucian
monarchies and the West.’ He counsels instead what we might call the
post-modern ‘technique of complementary viewpoints’, which stresses
‘multiple narrations [and] displacements of chronology’ (2001: 214).
This would not be a loss, but on the contrary has the distinct advan-
tage of opening up the possibility of seeing both Western and Eastern
developments in a different light. ‘The belief in something called
“modernity” is now universal. The search for the roots of multiple
modernities outside the West will inevitably defamiliarize the notion for
Western audiences, challenging its premature transparency’ (Woodside
2001: 193; cf. Therborn 2003; Wittrock 2002: 58). A ‘Eurocentric’
reading of the term will give way to a global one, allowing scholars to
show the part played by many societies, Eastern and Western, in the
slow evolution of the complex we have come to call modernity.
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Many civilizations have thought of themselves as being at the centre
of the world, the source of commerce, culture and learning. With much
justification, this was the self-conception of Chinese civilization for
much of its history – China as the ‘Middle Kingdom’, the kingdom at
the centre of the earth. With equal justification this was also the view
from medieval Islam, as seen from the great centres of Damascus,
Baghdad, Cairo and Cordoba. ‘Eurocentrism’, the view that Europe or
the West is the greatest and best, is simply the latest version of this
common civilizational tendency (the ancient Egyptians, Mesopotamians
and Persians no doubt held similar ideas, as so did most certainly the
Romans).

Did the West though, as Weber and many European thinkers held,
add something new – something that brought in the characteristic 
features of what we call modernity? Would it be better, therefore, to 
call Western modernity the only modernity, employing other terms to
describe the undoubtedly creative and dynamic qualities observed in
non-Western societies both before and after the onset of Western moder-
nity? This has a number of advantages. It allows us, for instance, to sep-
arate ‘modernization’ from ‘industrialization’. Though, as most scholars
agree, the Industrial Revolution in the full sense was also a Western
invention, the separation of terms leaves it open to discern many major
economic developments in other parts of the world, before and during
the Industrial Revolution, that can at the very least be described as
‘proto-industrial’. More significantly, it has seemed possible to detach
industrialization or ‘capitalism’ from its earlier incubation in Western
modernity. Thus we can observe Japanese and Chinese industrialization
in full flood, as is also the case in other parts of Asia and Latin America.
Whether we consider these as examples of imitation or of indigenous
growth, the point remains that there can be several varieties of indus-
trial society that lack many of the attributes of Western modernity: 
civil society, a public sphere, representative democracy, a concept of
individual human rights. We might then say that there can be indus-
trialization without modernization, understanding that latter term in a
strictly Western sense.30

This does not mean – contrary to the views of those such as 
Huntington (1997: 154) – that Western modernity remains permanently
a Western possession, not available, unlike industrialization, for export.
But it does mean accepting that there is something special about Western
modernity, that it was the West that invented modernity in the sense in
which that term has come to be widely used. This is admitted even by
many who are passionate advocates of ‘alternative modernities’. Moder-
nity is ‘now everywhere’, says Dilip Gaonkar. But not only was it ‘born
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in and of the West some centuries ago under relatively specific socio-
historical conditions’, ‘the West remains the major clearinghouse of
global modernity’ (2001b: 1). To think in terms of alternative moder-
nities, Gaonkar continues, ‘does not mean that one blithely abandons
the Western discourse on modernity. That is virtually impossible.
Modernity has travelled from the West to the rest of the world not 
only in terms of cultural forms, social practices and institutional
arrangements, but also as a form of discourse that interrogates the
present. . . . Whoever elects to think in terms of alternative modernities
(irrespective of one’s location) must think with and also against the tra-
dition of reflection that stretches from Marx and Weber through Baude-
laire and Benjamin to Habermas, Foucault, and many other Western
(born or trained) thinkers’ (2001b: 14–15; cf. Dirlik 2003: 289).

This seems to me to get to the heart of the matter. It may be true, as
Charles Taylor argues, that Western modernity has not, as it thinks,
broken through to the ‘truth’ about the world, that it is ‘powered by its
own positive visions of the good – that is, by one constellation of such
visions among available others’ (2001: 176). But he, too, accepts the
superior ‘validity’ and ‘efficacy’ of ‘post-seventeenth-century’ Western
natural science and technology, and warns that ‘sooner or later, all 
societies are forced to acquire this efficacy or be dominated by others
(and, hence, have it imposed on them anyway)’. Moreover this science,
as Taylor again points out, has itself ‘grown in close symbiosis with a
certain culture’ (2001: 179; cf. Taylor 2002; Dirlik 2003: 284–5).

Western culture, and a fortiori Western modernity, are not universal.
This much we can agree with the theorists of multiple and alternative
modernities. But to modernize is to Westernize – to attempt to incor-
porate, with all its stresses and difficulties, the patterns of culture that
produced Western modernity. This means taking in, to give a crude and
incomplete list, the outlook of the Renaissance, the Scientific Revolu-
tion and the European Enlightenment. It means adopting the central
institutions, practices and beliefs promoted by the American and French
Revolutions. This is a formidable task. There is no guarantee of success,
and some societies may try to industrialize without modernizing (as
China and some South-East Asian societies to some extent seem cur-
rently to be attempting to do). But in an increasingly globalized world,
dominated as it is by Western powers, it may be that modernization is,
as Taylor suggests, the inevitable fate of non-Western societies, like it
or not.31

And post-modernity? What of its fate? One might almost say that,
like post-Fordism, it has been killed by its own success. That is, the
general features associated with it – scepticism towards the scientific
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method, ‘the end of grand narratives’, the significance of ‘local knowl-
edge’, relativism and social constructedness, a questioning of the tradi-
tional narratives of ‘past, present and future’, together with a jumbling
of histories – have become so commonly accepted that it is often no
longer necessary to discuss them under the rubric ‘post-modern’. That
phase of acceptance seems to be over. Post-modernity is no longer the
exciting, unsettling thing it was in the 1990s. It has achieved respectabil-
ity. It no longer needs to insist on its once defiantly proclaimed name.

But that success, paradoxically, has been accompanied by a striking
revival of interest in modernity. Modernity, as Fredric Jameson has
observed, ‘is back in business all over the world’ (2002: 6; cf. Felski
1998). Scholars, such as Zygmunt Bauman, who once showed particu-
lar interest in post-modernity, seem in their later works to have reverted
to a concern with modernity (e.g, Bauman 2000). Partly this is the result
of a renewed concern with modernization, in a context of globalization
where the impact of the global capitalist system is more powerful than
ever before. Modernity here takes on an ideological aspect, associated
particularly with Western hegemony of the global system, as shown for
instance in the struggle over ‘universal human rights’. For some non-
Western societies, this modern idea comes carrying Western imperialist
baggage that they are anxious to disavow. Modernity is therefore here
part of a political struggle, a struggle to impose or avoid certain beliefs
and practices associated with Western modernity (Jameson 2002: 7–8).

But the return to modernity is also the result of a new theoretical
interest. It is a return premised on the victory of the post-modern, and
is an attempt to understand modernity from that vantage point. 
Post-modernity shows modernity things it only half-understood about
itself. The links between modernity and post-modernity – highlighted in
chapter 6 of this book – become even tighter. Post-modernity becomes,
ever more clearly than before, a form of reflection on modernity, moder-
nity conscious of itself and in the process revealing principles that were
not obvious during the actual passage to modernity. At the same time,
modernity changes its appearance when seen from the perspective of
post-modernity.32 If we are now forced to acknowledge the ‘dependence
of the postmodern on what remains essentially modernist categories 
of the new’ (Jameson 2002: 5), we can now also better appreciate the
importance of the counter-movements to modernity (Romanticism,
modernism, ‘primitivism’) within modernity itself.33 Modernity con-
tained, and contains, currents of thought and practice that can be uncov-
ered and recombined in a number of ways. It can show a heterogeneity
that is at odds with the common assumption of homogeneity. It can
stress technology, wealth, Prometheus unbound; it can also, with what
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might be a contrary, ‘oppositional’, emphasis, stress liberation and
human fulfilment – making it for Immanuel Wallerstein as perhaps for
Habermas, ‘an eternal modernity’, one that, ‘once achieved . . . was
never to be yielded’ (Wallerstein 1995: 472; see also Passerin d’Entreves
and Benhabib 1997).

The lines joining – or separating – modernity and post-modernity
thereby become more blurred. It is a matter of taste whether one sees
this as expressing the power and resilience of modernity or its end and
supersession in post-modernity. Post-modernity may ultimately have
done its best service in revealing the hidden faces of modernity, its 
capacity for constantly renewing itself in different guises. That does 
not preclude the appearance of things that seem so different from what
we might call ‘classical modernity’ – the dominant features of Western
society from the 1700s onwards – that we feel forced to invent new
terms to describe the new reality. The same has been true about capi-
talism, with which modernity is so closely and, as Marx thought,
perhaps indissolubly linked. But if ‘late’ or ‘global’ or ‘informational’
capitalism is both the same as and different from classical capitalism,
so too ‘late modernity’ or ‘post-modernity’ may be simply pointing to
the potentialities of a system that retains its capacity to surprise the
world. In doing so modernity, like capitalism, might once more be indi-
cating that it is not just one more system of society among others, past
and present, but an entity that has an unprecedented ability to survive
by reinventing itself.
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2

The Revival of 
Post-Industrial Theory

Labels, like rumours, can take on a life of their own. The labels of intel-
lectual discourse are no exception. Once sufficiently established, they can
govern reality, at least scholarly reality. They inspire conferences, books,
television programmes. They can create a whole climate of critical
inquiry which, especially in these days of academic entrepreneurship and
the multinational scholarly enterprise, feeds on itself. ‘The lonely crowd’,
‘the affluent society’, ‘the technological society’, ‘the hidden persuaders’,
‘the power elite’: these are all well-known examples of labels which in
recent decades have generated much activity of this sort.

This is not to say that all this intellectual activity is simply self-
indulgent. Genuine hypotheses can often be formed out of it; it gives
rise to reflections which can be illuminating even and especially in dis-
agreement. But an element of self-regarding publicity inevitably sur-
rounds its utterances. We need to guard ourselves against that in
assessing their worth.

During the 1960s and early 1970s, several prominent sociologists
elaborated a view of contemporary society that they labelled the theory
of post-industrial society. The best-known proponent of this was the
Harvard sociologist Daniel Bell, especially as expressed in his book, The
Coming of Post-Industrial Society (1973). Bell himself, in international
conferences and in semi-popular journals such as The Public Interest,
was an active and able propagator of his views. But the theory of post-
industrialism gained even wider currency through some vivid popular-
izations, notably in such books as Peter Drucker’s The Age of
Discontinuity (1969) and Alvin Toffler’s Future Shock (1970). In such
works the educated public of the west was asked to prepare itself for
the possibly uncomfortable transition to a new society, one as different
from industrial society as that had been from agrarian society.
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The post-industrial idea has been intensively debated. Its short-
comings, as well as the stimulating questions it raises, have been widely
noted (see, for example, Gershuny 1978; Kumar 1978). Partly as a result
of that, partly as the result of the changed climate of feeling in the
western world following the 1973 oil shock, one had the distinct impres-
sion that ‘post-industrialism’ had had its day. The debates of the later
1970s all seemed to be about ‘the limits to growth’, about containing –
not exploiting – the dynamic potential of industrialism. They were about
the revival of distributional conflicts as industrial societies ceased to be
able to make pay-offs from increased growth (see, for example, Hirsch
1979). A mood of crisis replaced the optimism of the 1960s. Right-wing
parties capitalized on this mood, preaching a return to ‘Victorian’ values
and practices of self-help and laissez-faire. They called for the aban-
donment of central planning and state intervention, the most obvious
features of the post-1945 settlement and a key premise of the post-
industrial idea.

Whatever the future of industrial societies, then, they still seemed to
be preoccupied by the same difficulties and dilemmas that had beset them
for the past hundred years.1 In the history of industrialism it was the
post-war era of continuous growth that now looked like the exceptional
episode, the happy accident. Its ending had restored some of the classic
conflicts and debates of industrialism (see, for example, Stretton 1976).
The past had reasserted itself. At a time when ‘deindustrialization’ and
economic decline became issues to grapple with, visions of a post-
industrial society were bound to appear fanciful, if not irresponsible.

Malcolm Bradbury has called the 1970s ‘the decade that never was’.
But the 1980s of course came out of the 1970s (just as the 1960s came
out of the 1950s). We can now see that during that decade various new
forms of post-industrial theory were in the making. On the whole, these
forms lack the confident optimism of the 1960s varieties. They do not
look forward to the ‘super-industrial’ society so euphorically anticipated
by Alvin Toffler. As the product of left- as much as right-wing thinking,
they foresee great stresses and conflicts ahead. But they are as insistent
as earlier post-industrial theorists that industrial societies have crossed
a divide. Classic industrialism, the kind of society analysed by Marx,
Weber and Durkheim, the kind of society inhabited by most westerners
for the past century and a half, is no more.

The greatest continuity with earlier post-industrial theory is shown
in the view of contemporary society as ‘the information society’. Daniel
Bell is here again the most prominent exponent. His post-industrial idea
had already singled out ‘theoretical knowledge’ as the most important
feature – the source of value, the source of growth – of the future society.
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In his later writing he has come to identify this more firmly with the
development of the new information technology and its potential appli-
cation to every sector of society. The new society is now defined, and
named, by its novel methods of acquiring, processing and distributing
information. Bell is as confident now as in his earlier analysis that this
amounts to a revolutionary transformation of modern society.

The concept of the information society fits in well with the liberal,
progressivist tradition of western thought. It maintains the Enlighten-
ment faith in rationality and progress. Its current exponents belong gen-
erally to the centre of the ideological spectrum. To the extent that
knowledge and its growth are equated with greater efficacy and greater
freedom, this view, despite its pronouncement of a radical shift in soci-
etal arrangements, continues the line of thought inaugurated by Saint-
Simon, Comte and the positivists.

More unexpected is the view of the new society that has emerged
from the left side of the ideological spectrum. Marxists had been
amongst the most vigorous denouncers of the original post-industrial
idea, as the clearest demonstration of late bourgeois ideology (see, for
example, Ross 1974). Now some of them have come up with their own
version of post-industrial theory. It has most commonly been expressed
under the banner of ‘post-Fordism’. As mostly Marxists of a kind, they
still generally hold to some concept of capitalist development as the
engine of change. But so struck are they by the differences between the
old and the new forms of capitalism that they feel forced to speak of
our times as ‘new times’, or as the era of ‘the second industrial divide’.
For many of them Marx, as the supreme theorist of capitalism, remains
a relevant thinker. But the changes in society in the latter part of the
twentieth century are regarded as so momentous, and constitute so
sharp a break with earlier capitalist patterns and practices, that it is
clear to these writers that severe revisions will need to be made to
Marxist theory if it is to remain serviceable.

A third strand of post-industrial theory has a less familiar prov-
enance. This is the theory of ‘post-modern’ society. Post-modernism is
the most comprehensive of recent theories. It includes in its generous
embrace all forms of change, cultural, political and economic. None is
seen as the privileged ‘carrier’ of the movement to post-modernity. What
others see as the evidence for ‘post-Fordism’ or ‘the information society’
it smoothly subsumes as components of its own ambitious conceptual-
ization of current developments. As eclectic – and elusive – in its ideo-
logical make-up as the eclecticism it sees as the principal feature of the
contemporary world, post-modernism is the most difficult of contem-
porary theories to assess. Its terms can lead one into a bewildering circle
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of self-referentiality. Nevertheless its evident appeal to theorists from all
parts of the ideological spectrum gives it a compelling claim on our
attention.

Moreover, whether or not the larger claims of the theory carry con-
viction, it is clear that post-modernism has struck a chord among much
of the educated population of the western world. It appears, that is, to
speak to their condition – or at least their subjective experience of it.2

That sociologists have often in the past regarded such feelings as trivial
by comparison with the more determining structures of society is only
the more reason for attending to such matters of sentiment now. Can
post-modernity be a myth if many people believe, or can be persuaded,
that they are living in such a condition?

This leads to some final remarks by way of introduction. Most of this
book is concerned with expounding and assessing the three theories just
mentioned. I am conscious that this may itself be regarded as con-
tributing to the self-reinforcing discourse referred to at the beginning. I
hope, however, to show the real value of conducting such an inquiry –
to show, that is, how much recent theories can tell us about our times
and ourselves. They do this, it is true, as much by the critical opposi-
tion they provoke as by any insights of their own. But the latter is as
important as the former. Much of the literature on post-industrial theory
is excessively negative – not necessarily wrong in its criticism, but
unwilling to see the value of this kind of thinking, and blind to the very
real perceptions of contemporary populations to which it is at least
partly a response. Marxist critics in particular seem peculiarly and per-
versely insensitive to the dialectic of intellectual inquiry, and its well-
known potential for gains in knowledge.

There is a further point. Whatever our judgements as to the adequacy
of the new theories, it seems important to ask also why such theories,
in their various forms, have repeatedly arisen in the past twenty-five
years. Why is there such a widespread feeling, in the west at least, that
a new epoch or new phase of development is under way?3 Why even
talk of ‘the end of history’ – which taken literally (and when not refer-
ring to the nuclear holocaust) is clearly absurd, but which has found a
meaningful echo in the minds of many sober commentators on the con-
temporary world?4 There appears something genuinely at work here,
something in the experience of contemporary modern societies that per-
sistently provokes not just ‘the sense of an ending’ but also one of new
beginnings. The millennial year 2000 will no doubt stimulate many
more views of this kind. Before that next wave is upon us, and without
indulging in apocalyptics, it seems sensible to examine some of the pos-
sible reasons for the continual resuscitation of post-industrial theory.
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3

The Information Society

The computer promises by technology a Pentecostal condition of universal understanding
and unity . . . Our current translation of our entire lives into the spiritual form of informa-
tion seems to make of the entire globe, and of the human family, a single consciousness.

Marshall McLuhan (1967: 90)

The computer . . . can be asked by us to ‘think the unthinkable’ and the previously unthought.
It makes possible a flood of new theories, ideas, ideologies, artistic insights, technical
advances, economic and political innovations that were, in the most literal sense, unthink-
able and unimaginable before now. In this way it accelerates historical change and fuels the
thrust toward Third Wave social diversity.

Alvin Toffler (1981: 177)

People who have no clear idea what they mean by information or why they should want so
much of it are nonetheless prepared to believe that we live in an Information Age, which
makes every computer around us what the relics of the True Cross were in the Age of Faith:
emblems of salvation.

Theodore Roszak (1988: 10)

The Computer and the Coming of Information

Information, as a concept, comes into the world trailing clouds of glory.
It is nothing less, its most eminent popularizer Norbert Wiener has said,
than the main part of life’s counter-offensive against the entropic
impulse that will eventually cause the universe to run down. ‘In control
and communication’ – the heart of information – ‘we are always fight-
ing nature’s tendency to degrade the organized and to destroy the mean-
ingful; the tendency . . . for entropy to increase.’ Information is a
requirement of our survival. It permits the necessary exchanges between
us and our environment. ‘To live effectively is to live with adequate
information. Thus, communication and control belong to the essence of
man’s inner life, even as they belong to his life in society’ (Wiener 1968:
19).

Wiener, the inventor of ‘cybernetics’, the ‘theory of messages’, was
writing in the late 1940s and early 1950s. The timing is significant. The
grand claim for information sprang from certain revolutionary devel-
opments in these years in the technology of control and communication

FPI3  8/17/2004  3:34 PM  Page 33



– ‘information technology’, or IT, as it came to be called. The birth of
information, not merely as a concept but also as an ideology, is inex-
tricably linked to the development of the computer. This was an accom-
plishment of the war years and the immediate post-war period.

The timing as well as the tempo of growth indicate the computer’s
close relationship to the evolving military requirements of the west, prin-
cipally as interpreted by the United States. Such key components of the
computer as miniaturized electrical circuits were developed by the
Americans for specific military uses during the Second World War – in
this case proximity fuses for bombs. The electronic digital computer
itself was created primarily for ballistics calculations and atomic bomb
analysis. The civilian research centres where most of these developments
took place, such as the Bell Laboratories of AT&T, were heavily funded
by the wartime American government and supervised by such govern-
ment agencies as Vannevar Bush’s Office of Scientific Research and
Development. As the American trade magazine Electronics put it in
1980, electronics ‘has held an integral place in national defense since
World War Two’ (Noble 1986: 8, 47–56).

Just as America’s world-wide military role provided both the motive
and the opportunity for the development of more and more sophisticated
systems of information technology, so too did the world-wide expansion
of the American corporation in the years following the Second World
War. ‘The American corporation was faced with a “command and
control” problem similar to that confronting its military counterpart
. . . Like the Pentagon, it was increasingly diversified and international-
ized’ (Weizenbaum 1976: 27). The multinational corporation lives by
communication. It is what gives it its identity as an enterprise spanning
the world. Computers and satellites are as essential to its operation as
the workers and plant that produce its goods and services.

Origins do not determine destinations. The atom was split as a direct
result of military planning but nuclear energy has a multitude of uses.
Similarly the military origins of the information revolution do not limit
its effects in a vast range of non-military spheres. But origins tell us some-
thing about motivating force and shaping influences. The emergence, in
the 1950s, of a military-industrial-scientific complex is not the whole
story of the information society. But it is a central part of that story.1

The Third Industrial Revolution

In his 1952 novel Player Piano, Kurt Vonnegut painted a satiric, anti-
utopian portrait of a society that had undergone the Third Industrial
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Revolution. ‘The First Industrial Revolution devalued muscle work . . .
the second one devalued routine mental work.’ The Third Industrial
Revolution was in the process of devaluing human thinking – ‘the real
brainwork’ (Vonnegut 1969: 19–20). A giant computer EPICAC con-
trolled and co-ordinated all the economic and political operations of
society. All but a small handful of engineers and managers found their
skills and knowledge redundant. To keep them busy they were employed
on useless tasks in the Reconstruction and Reclamation Crops.

Vonnegut’s EPICAC echoed the real-life computer ENIAC, the
world’s first electronic digital computer, which was developed during
the war by J. P. Eckert and J. W. Mauchly for the American Army.
ENIAC was forty feet long and twenty feet high; it ran on eighteen thou-
sand vacuum tubes and fifteen hundred relays. As developments in
microelectronics accelerated, and ENIAC’s tasks could be performed on
a microcomputer the size of a postage stamp, talk of a third industrial
revolution became commonplace. If the first two revolutions were
energy revolutions – based on steam power and electricity – the third
revolution, it was generally agreed, was an information revolution (see,
for example, Bell 1987: 11). Such a revolution had been gestating for
more than a century. Its earlier expressions were the electric telegraph,
the telephone, the gramophone, film, radio and television. But it was
the computer that marked its culmination. For, as it was put by one of
America’s most distinguished computer scientists, Herbert Simon, ‘the
computer is unique in its capacity for manipulating and transforming
information and hence in carrying out, automatically and without
human intervention, functions that had previously been performable
only by the human brain’ (Simon, 1980: 420; see also King 1982: 14).

It is the computer, too, as the ‘central symbol’ and ‘analytical engine’
of change that Daniel Bell puts at the heart of his account of the coming
of the Information Society. Here he owes a debt to an earlier commen-
tator, Zbignieuw Brzezinski, who rejecting the term ‘post-industrial’ as
empty of content proposed instead ‘the technetronic society’. It was in
Brzezinski’s view the new technology of electronic communications that
was ushering in the new age (Brzezinski 1971: 11). ‘The technetronic
society’ did not catch on (it was perhaps too much of a mouthful); 
but the idea behind it ultimately did. As early as The Coming of Post-
Industrial Society Bell had stated that ‘the post-industrial society is an
information society, as industrial society is a goods-producing society’
(Bell 1973: 467; see also Ferkiss, 1979: 65).2

But the basic idea of the post-industrial society was the movement to
a service society and the rapid growth of professional and technical
employment (Kumar 1978: 185–240). The idea of information itself
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remained relatively undeveloped. Now, fortified perhaps by the rush of
new technical developments in computers and communications, Bell is
more confident. Information now names the post-industrial society. It
is what produces and sustains it.

My basic premise has been that knowledge and information are becom-
ing the strategic resource and transforming agent of the post-industrial
society . . . just as the combination of energy, resources and machine tech-
nology were the transforming agencies of industrial society. (Bell 1980a:
531, 545; see also Bell 1980b)

John Naisbitt’s popular account in Megatrends snappily summarizes
this: ‘Computer technology is to the information age what mechaniza-
tion was to the industrial revolution’ (Naisbitt 1984: 22).

It has been one of the notable features of the idea of the information
society that, just as with the idea of post-industrial society, its exposi-
tion and explication in the scholarly literature and at academic confer-
ences have been accompanied by extensive popularization in the mass
media and through journalistic best-sellers. Alvin Toffler, who popular-
ized the post-industrial idea in Future Shock, has had an even greater
success with his popularization of the idea of the information society 
in The Third Wave (1981). Almost equally successful has been John
Naisbitt’s bite-size rendering of the idea in Megatrends (1984). These
popular works make helpfully explicit what are often understated or
over-qualified positions in the writings of more cautiously-minded aca-
demics. In what follows I shall use Daniel Bell for the main statement
of the thesis of the information society; Toffler, Naisbitt and other 
popularizers can supply, where necessary, the clarifying chorus.

The computer by itself would transform many of the operations of
industrial society. But what has brought the Information Society into
being, argues Bell, is the explosive convergence of the computer with
telecommunications (a marriage some have blessed with the unlovely
name ‘compunications’). This has broken down the long-standing dis-
tinction between the processing of knowledge and its communication
(Bell 1980a: 513). Marshall McLuhan had looked to television to bring
into being the ‘global village’; far more effective in linking the world
has been the communications satellite. ‘The real importance of Sputnik
is not that it began the space age, but that it introduced the era of global
satellite communications’ (Naisbitt 1984: 2). The combination of satel-
lites, television, telephone, fibre optic cable and microelectronic com-
puters has meshed the world together into a unified knowledge grid. It
has ‘collapsed the information float. Now, for the first time, we are a
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truly global economy, because for the first time we have on the planet
instantaneously shared information’ (Naisbitt 1984: 57; see also 
Naisbitt and Aburdene 1990: 14).

The increase in knowledge is qualitative, not just quantitative. The
old mass media transmitted standardized messages to uniform mass
audiences. The new media of communication allow ‘narrowcasting’ as
well as broadcasting. Linked to the computer, cable and satellite permit
the segmentation and splitting of both senders and receivers into dis-
crete and discontinuous units. Information can be processed, selected
and retrieved to suit the most specialized, the most individualized
requirements. ‘The Third Wave thus begins a new era – the age of the
de-massified media. A new info-sphere is emerging alongside the new
techno-sphere’ (Toffler 1981: 165; cf. Bell 1980a: 529).

The new info-sphere operates in a global context. No need to move;
the information can be brought to your home or local office. A world-
wide electronic network of libraries, archives and data banks comes into
being, accessible in principle to anyone, anywhere, at any time. ‘All the
books in the Library of Congress can be stored in a computer no larger
than a home refrigerator’ (Sussman 1989: 61). The information tech-
nology revolution compresses space and time into a new ‘world oik-
oumene’ orientated towards the future. Past societies, says Bell, were
primarily space-bound or time-bound. They were held together by 
territorially-based political and bureaucratic authorities and/or by
history and tradition. Industrialism confirmed space in the nation state
while replacing the rhythms and tempo of nature with the pacing of the
machine. The clock and the railway timetable are the symbols of the
industrial age. They express time in hours, minutes, seconds. The com-
puter, the symbol of the information age, thinks in nanoseconds, in
thousandths of microseconds. Its conjunction with the new communi-
cations technology thus brings in a radically new space–time framework
for modern society.

What the changes in transportation and communication – the infrastruc-
tures of society – have meant in recent years has been the eclipse of dis-
tance and the foreshortening of time, almost to the fusion of the two.
Space has been enlarged to the entire globe, and is tied together, almost,
in ‘real time’. The sense of time, religiously and culturally, which had been
oriented to continuity and the past, now, sociologically, becomes geared
to the future. (Bell 1980b: 62; cf. Williams 1982: 230–1; Meyrowitz 1986:
328; Lash and Urry 1994)

As with his earlier exposition of the post-industrial idea, Bell is 
meticulous in giving statistical flesh to the structural bones of the 
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information society. Knowledge does not simply govern, to an unprece-
dented extent, technical innovation and economic growth; it is itself fast
becoming the principal activity of the economy and the principal deter-
minant of occupational change.

In his earlier account Bell had relied for his assessment of the ‘knowl-
edge factor’ in the economy on the celebrated calculations of Fritz
Machlup (1962). Latterly he has come to rely on the more sophisticated
and widely reported calculations by Marc Porat (1977) of the extent of
the US ‘information economy’. Bell combines Porat’s calculations,
centred on the year 1967, of the ‘primary information sector’ (indus-
tries which directly produce marketable information goods and services)
with his calculations of the ‘secondary information sector’ (information
activities in the ‘technostructure’ of both public and private organiza-
tions, which contribute indirectly – through planning, marketing, etc. –
to output, but which are not formally counted as information services
in the national accounts). Together these suggest that the information
economy in the United States amounts to about 46 per cent of GNP and
more than 50 per cent of all wages and salaries earned, that is, more
than half of the national income. ‘It is in that sense that we have become
an information economy’ (Bell 1980a: 521; see also Stonier 1983: 24).3

This remarkable degree of information activity – and Bell assumes it
to have grown considerably since 1967 – is matched by the rapid growth
of information workers in the occupational structure. Separating out an
‘information sector’ from the more general tertiary category of services,
Bell shows that by the mid-1970s information workers in the United
States had come to constitute the largest group of workers – almost 47
per cent – in the civilian work-force (industrial workers accounted for
a further 28 per cent, service workers for 22 per cent and agricultural
workers for 3 per cent). Using what he calls a more ‘inclusive defini-
tion’ Bell claims that already ‘by 1975 the information workers had sur-
passed the non-information groups as a whole’ (Bell, 1980a: 523–4).

Naisbitt goes even further. Basing himself on David Birch’s study of
occupational change in the 1970s, he estimates that by the early 1980s
more than 65 per cent of the US work-force were in the information
economy (Naisbitt 1984: 4). Such a claim is substantiated by similar
figures from other industrial countries – for example the estimate for
Britain that ‘information occupations . . . amount to 65 per cent of the
working population’ (Barron and Curnow 1979: 19).4

‘We now mass-produce information the way we used to mass-
produce cars . . . this knowledge is the driving force of the economy’
(Naisbitt 1984: 7). The information society, according to its proponents,
brings about change at the most fundamental level of society. It initi-
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ates a new mode of production. It changes the very source of wealth-
creation and the governing factors in production. Labour and capital,
the central variables of the industrial society, are replaced by informa-
tion and knowledge as the central variables. The labour theory of value,
as classically formulated by a succession of thinkers from Locke and
Smith to Ricardo and Marx, must give way to a ‘knowledge theory of
value’. Now ‘knowledge, not labour, is the source of value’ (Bell 1980a:
506). ‘The micro processor,’ says Hazel Henderson, ‘has finally repealed
the labour theory of value’ (Henderson 1978: 77). Stonier argues that
‘information has upstaged land, labour and capital as the most impor-
tant input into modern production systems’ (Stonier 1983: 8). And
Yoneji Masuda, the leading Japanese exponent of the information
society concept, proclaims that in the new society ‘the information
utility . . . consisting of information networks and data banks’, the core
organization for the production of information,’ will replace the factory
as the societal symbol’. It will have ‘the fundamental character of an
infrastructure, and knowledge capital will predominate over material
capital in the structure of the economy’ (Masuda 1985: 621, 626; see
also Masuda 1981; Stehr and Böhme 1986; Castells 1989: 7–21).

It is clear from this statement, as well as from the whole cast of the
accounts given by the information society theorists, that what Masuda
calls ‘the past developmental pattern of human society’ is used as ‘an
historical analogical model for future society’ (Masuda 1985: 620). This
is in fact no more than the familiar evolutionary typology to be found
in sociology since the eighteenth century. Current changes are seen
according to a model derived from (assumed) past changes, and future
developments are projected following the logic of the model. So just as
industrial society replaced agrarian society, the information society is
replacing industrial society, more or less in the same revolutionary way.
Bell, using a three-fold evolutionary schema based on the movement
from ‘pre-industrial extractive’ to ‘industrial-fabrication’ to ‘post-
industrial-information’ activities, produces an elaborate and systematic
comparison of all three types of society. The three are seen as distinct
but equivalent modes of production, analysable according to the same
principles of structure and function (Bell 1980a: 504–5; see also Stonier
1983: 23; Jones 1982: 11).

Bell, more cautious than most of his disciples, does not ‘read off’ from
his predominantly economic model all the features of cultural and polit-
ical life in the information society. As before, and with something of the
same vexing stubbornness, he insists on the principle of ‘the disjunction
of realms’. Economy, polity and culture are distinct realms which
‘respond to different norms, have different rhythms of change, and are
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regulated by different, even contrary, axial principles’ (Bell 1976: 10;
see also Turner 1989). Others, perhaps wisely, are less inhibited. If the
coming of the information society is, as all claim, as revolutionary a
change as the coming of industrial society, then one would surely expect
profound changes to occur throughout society, and not simply – as Bell
would have it – in the ‘techno-economic structure’.

Such is the view of the majority of information society advocates.
Toffler, for instance, connects as a systematic pattern changes in the
‘info-sphere’ with changes in the ‘techno-sphere’, the ‘socio-sphere’, the
‘power-sphere’, the ‘bio-sphere’ and the ‘psycho-sphere’ (Toffler 1981:
5). Moreover it is clear that for most of these thinkers the new infor-
mation society, for all its stresses and problems, is to be welcomed and
celebrated not simply as a new mode of production but as a whole way
of life. Toffler speaks of ‘the death of industrialism and the rise of a new
civilization.’ He seeks to counter the ‘chic pessimism that is so preva-
lent today.’ The emergent civilization of the Third Wave can be made
‘more sane, sensible, and sustainable, more decent and more democra-
tic than any we have ever known’ (Toffler 1981: 2–3). Naisbitt likewise
sees enormous potential for a fresh wave of initiative, individualism and
democracy. He looks forward to a complete restructuring of institutions,
based on the computer. Information is ‘the great equalizer’.

We are beginning to abandon the hierarchies that worked well in the cen-
tralized, industrial era. In their place, we are substituting the network
model of organization and communication, which has its roots in the
natural, egalitarian, and spontaneous formation of groups among like-
minded people. Networks restructure the power and communication flow
within an organization from vertical to horizontal . . . The computer will
smash the pyramid: we created the hierarchical, pyramidal, managerial
system because we needed it to keep track of people and things people
did; with the computer to keep track, we can restructure our institutions
horizontally. (Naisbitt 1984: 281–2; see also 211–29)

In the hands of Tom Stonier and Yoneji Masuda the information
society takes on positively utopian dimensions. The information society,
says Stonier, eliminates ‘the primary social need for war, the need to
expand resources to match growing populations’. It does this through
‘technological ingenuity and relative population stability’. This miracu-
lous sleight-of-hand is not further explained. The information society
also enhances democracy, as it diffuses information throughout society,
making for a more alert and educated public. Information is ‘the new
coin of power’. Unlike money or land in former times, it is widely dis-
tributed. ‘No dictator can survive for any length of time in commu-
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nicative society as the flows of information can no longer be controlled
from the centre’. Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four was wrong: television,
and a fortiori the newer media, liberate, they do not enslave. A 
‘consensus democracy’ is coming into being (Stonier 1983: 202–3; see
also Meyrowitz 1986: 321–3; Sussman 1986: 62–3).

For Stonier the post-industrial information society is not only peace-
ful and democratic, it is also an era of plenty. It is an era in which every-
one will live a life of learning and leisure.

. . . everyone an aristocrat, everyone a philosopher. A massively expanded
education system to provide not only training and information on how
to make a living, but also on how to live. In late industrial society we
stopped worrying about food. In late communicative society we will stop
worrying about all material resources. And just as the industrial economy
eliminated slavery, famine and pestilence, so will the post-industrial
economy eliminate authoritarianism, war and strife. For the first time in
history, the rate at which we solve problems will exceed the rate at which
they appear. (Stonier, 1983: 214; see also King 1982: 27)

It is in Masuda that the information society takes on an almost 
mystical cast. Masuda offers a vision of ‘computopia’, the information
society of the twenty-first century. It will be a ‘universal society of
plenty’. Individuals, largely freed by automation from the need to
labour, will form themselves into voluntary communities for the fulfil-
ment of diverse ends. ‘The future information society . . . will become a
classless society, free of overruling power, the core of society being vol-
untary communities.’ Computer-communications technology will make
it possible to do without centralized politics and administration. Instead
there will be participatory democracy and local ‘citizen management
systems’ (Masuda 1985: 625–32). Finally, at its highest level, com-
putopia aims at a new, quasi-religious, symbiotic union of man with
nature, in a ‘synergistic system’. Ten thousand years ago men created
the first material civilization. Thus began a never-ending struggle with
nature which has turned into the threat of nature’s destruction. We are
now on the threshold of a new civilization whose principle of operation
is entirely different.

We are moving towards the twenty-first century with the very great goal
of building a Computopia on earth, the historical monument of which
will be only several chips one inch square in a small box. But that box
will store many historical records, including the record of how 4 billion
world citizens overcame the energy crisis and the population explosion,
achieved the abolition of nuclear weapons and complete disarmament,
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conquered illiteracy, and created a rich symbiosis of god and man, without
the compulsion of power or law, but by the voluntary cooperation of the
citizens . . . Accordingly the civilization to be built . . . will not be a mate-
rial civilization symbolized by huge constructions, but will be virtually an
invisible civilization. Precisely, it should be called an ‘information civi-
lization’ . . . (Masuda 1985: 633–4)5

Old and New: Work in the Information Society

It would be perverse and foolhardy to deny the reality of much of what
the information society theorists assert. The common experiences of
daily life alone are enough to confirm that. Automatic tellers in banks,
automatic billing at supermarket check-outs, the virtual disappearance
of cheques along with cash in most monetary transactions, word proces-
sors and fax machines, direct on-line hotel and airline bookings, direct
broadcasting by satellite from any part of the world: all these are facts
of everyday life for most sections of the population in the advanced
industrial countries.

The linking of information world-wide for scholars and specialists is
also fast becoming a reality. The catalogues of the major libraries and
archives can be scanned from a multitude of points by means of a com-
puter terminal. Much of the material deposited in these libraries can
also be read locally on microfilm or microfiche. The principal stock
markets of the world are electronically linked, allowing for instanta-
neous adjustment of stock prices in response to minute-by-minute infor-
mation conveyed by the computer screens. Round-the-clock trading
becomes for the first time a possibility and increasingly the practice.

The information revolution has most clearly invaded our homes
(Miles 1988a). Television is still the most obvious symbol of this,
enhanced now by the additional facility of the video cassette recorder
and the variety provided by cable and satellite. But ‘telebanking’,
‘teleshopping’ and ‘teleworking’ are also now making considerable
inroads into our lives (see, for example; Hakim 1988). ‘Tele-education’
may turn out to be an even more significant development. At the
younger ages collective institutionalized provision would still seem to
be desirable, for social as much as educational reasons. But the Open
University in Britain already provides a model for home-based higher
education. The potential for expansion into something like a World Uni-
versity of the Air is evident.

The ‘home-centred society’ and the ‘electronic cottage’ (Toffler 1981:
194–207) are somewhat exaggerated descriptions of what is happening
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or likely to happen on a very large scale. But even critics of the infor-
mation society concept, such as Colin Gill, acknowledge the very real
impact of the new technology on home-based activities.

It is probable that within two or three decades . . . personal computers
linked to a television at home will become the central means for provid-
ing access to a wide range of services. Through this equipment, people
will be able to order consumer goods after they have ascertained their
bank balance on the screen, and they will be able to scan through a wide
range of electronic mail, including newspapers and periodicals to which
the household subscribes. They will also have immediate access to a 
wide range of databanks of knowledge, and the possibilities for educa-
tion and undertaking training in particular skills will be considerable.
Leisure-related activities may well be pursued in the form of sophis-
ticated computer-based games involving friends and relatives at a great
distance . . . (Gill 1985: 6; cf. King 1982: 7; Williams 1982: 268; Barry
Jones 1982: 71)

I shall return later to the ‘home-centred society’. Here I mention it,
along with other developments, simply to note the extent to which
critics of Bell, Masuda, Stonier and others accept the reality of an infor-
mation revolution, and the need to incorporate it in their analyses. Infor-
mation technology, says Gill, is not just another technology, it is ‘a
revolutionary technology’, comparable in its impact to revolutionary
technologies of the past. ‘Our way of life is going to be radically altered,
for better or worse, just as it has been in the past by such technologi-
cal advances as the steam engine, electricity, the internal combustion
engine and air travel’ (Gill 1985: 2).

Tessa Morris-Suzuki, while arguing that the concept of the infor-
mation society was an ideological weapon forged in response to the
industrial crisis of the late 1960s in Japan, nevertheless insists that infor-
mation activities have become critical in the current phase of capital-
ism. Monopoly capitalism, she argues, is now to a good extent
‘information capitalism’, ‘the private appropriation of social knowl-
edge’. With the spread of automation, the extraction of surplus value
(profit) now turns on ‘the perpetual innovation economy’ whose key
resource is knowledge. This is reflected in a distinct ‘softening of the
economy’ in capitalist countries. In Japan, for instance, in 1970 more
than half of all industries could be classified as ‘hard’, in the sense that
material goods made up 80 per cent or more of the total value of inputs.
By 1980, only 27 per cent of industries could be so classified; this indi-
cates the growing share of corporate capital expended on non-material
inputs such as software, data services, planning, and research and 
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development (Morris-Suzuki 1984: 116; see also Morris-Suzuki 1986,
1988; Castells 1989: 28–32).

Still, the acceptance of the growing importance of information tech-
nology, even an information revolution, is one thing; the acceptance of
the idea of a new industrial revolution, a new kind of society, a new
age, is quite another. Here the criticism has been voluminous, sharp and
largely persuasive. It has also been, to a somewhat wearisome degree,
familiar. This is not surprising. Since the concept of the information
society has evolved smoothly out of the earlier idea of a post-industrial
society, since the two share many of the same analytical features, and
since they are propagated in both cases by much the same people, we
should expect that the objections to the thesis of the information society
would substantially repeat those levelled against the earlier idea of the
post-industrial society.

Such is the case. The information society theorists can be attacked,
firstly, for their short-sighted historical perspective. As with the post-
industrial theorists, they attribute to the present developments which
are the culmination of trends deep in the past. What seem to them novel
and current can be shown to have been in the making for the past
hundred years. James Beniger, for instance, accepts the correctness of
the designation of present-day society as the information society. But
his detailed historical study shows this to be merely the current mani-
festation of a much more profound change in the character of indus-
trial societies that took place over a century ago. This change he labels
‘the Control Revolution’.

The Industrial Revolution, Beniger argues, so speeded up ‘the 
material processing system’ of society that it precipitated a crisis of
control. Information-processing systems and communication technolo-
gies lagged behind those of energy generation and use. The application
first of steam power and later of electricity forced innovations in com-
munication and control in every sphere of society. Fast-moving steam
trains had, for urgent reasons of safety, to be carefully monitored and
controlled. The speeding up of commercial distribution as a result of
steam trains and steam boats imposed wide-ranging changes in whole-
sale and retail organization. The pace of material through-put in facto-
ries called forth the moving assembly line (Fordism) and the ‘scientific
management’ of labour (Taylorism). Overarching all these, and mod-
elled as often as not on the centralized, systematized railway system that
was the pioneering response to the control crisis, was the growth of a
formal Weberian bureaucracy in business and governmental organiza-
tions. By 1939 at the latest, Beniger convincingly shows, the structural
elements of the Information Society – including the basic principles of
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the computer – were all firmly in place. Post-war developments were
largely extensions and applications of the control techniques – the
Control Revolution – that were elaborated by an immensely creative
group of scientists, technologists and marketing specialists in the period
from the 1880s to the 1930s.

The Information Society has not resulted from recent changes . . . but
rather from increases in the speed of material processing and of flows
through the material economy that began more than a century ago. Sim-
ilarly, microprocessing and computing technology, contrary to currently
fashionable opinion, do not represent a new force only recently unleashed
on an unprepared society but merely the most recent installment in the
continuing development of the Control Revolution. This explains why so
many of the components of computer control have been anticipated, both
by visionaries like Charles Babbage and by practical innovators like
Daniel McCallum, since the first signs of a control crisis in the early nine-
teenth century. (Beniger 1985: 435; see also Rosenbrock et al. 1985: 640)

A similar charge of historical shortsightedness is made by those, such
as Kevin Robins and Frank Webster (1987, 1989), who see the infor-
mation society as essentially the further application of Taylorism. Tay-
lorism, the principles of ‘scientific management’ advocated by Frederick
Winslow Taylor in the early years of this century, is actually best thought
of as a powerful system of work organization capable of more or less
indefinite application in a variety of industrial contexts. This means that
what Taylorism connotes – the radically refined division of labour, the
rigid separation of conception and execution, the standardization and
splitting of tasks into the simplest possible form – might well continue
apace even though many of Taylor’s practical recommendations have
fallen into disfavour (Littler 1978).

In response to the earlier thesis of the post-industrial ‘service society’,
Harry Braverman (1974) had already shown that much service work is
as ‘Taylorized’ as work in manufacturing industries. The office, it turned
out, could be industrialized as readily as the workshop; much white-
collar work was subjected to the same routinization, fragmentation and
de-skilling as blue-collar work. Braverman concluded that the belief in
the spread of some new principle of work, some new ethic of profes-
sionalism, as services grew in industrial economies, was misguided.

Braverman can help us understand the further expansion of scientific
management in the information society. It is important to remember that
Taylorism was not intended to apply simply to the lower levels of the
work-force. It contained the explicit principle of ‘functional manage-
ment’ that implied that standardization and simplification were to be
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features of managerial as well as manual work. Moreover, when Taylor
enjoined that ‘all possible brain work should be removed from the shop
and centred in the planning or laying-out department’ he explicitly
included the brain work of managers as well as of humbler employees.
Knowledge – the skill and judgement of all workers, at whatever level
– was to be gathered from every part of the organization and concen-
trated exclusively in the planning department. The ‘science’ of scientific
management was not to be the possession of the generality of managers
but only of a specialized core concerned with overall planning. The 
de-skilling of most middle level managers, their loss, along with other
workers, of overall comprehension and control of their work, was not
some later refinement but central to the original principles of Taylorism
(Littler 1978: 190–2). This goes some way to explaining the striking
fact that the greatest resistance to Taylorism in the factories came not
from the mass of shopfloor workers or their unions but from middle
management and supervisors (Littler 1982: 190; Lash and Urry 1987:
170–1).

In practice Taylorism up to the mid-century was confined largely to
manufacturing industry and to manual workers. Computerization has
made possible its extension to spheres of activity and bodies of workers
previously untouched. The suppliers of microelectronic office equipment
have made this an explicit part of their sales pitch. Addressing a con-
ference of business executives Franco de Benedetti, managing director
of Olivetti, referred to electronic data-processing as a new ‘organiza-
tional technology’ which, ‘like the organization of labour, has a dual
function as a productive force and a control tool for capital’.

The Taylorization of the first factories . . . enabled the labour force to be
controlled and was the necessary prerequisite to the subsequent mecha-
nization and automation of the productive processes . . . Information
technology is basically a technology of co-ordination and control of the
labour force, the white collar workers, which Taylorian organization does
not cover. (de Benedetti 1979)

‘Taylorian organization’ can of course be adapted not just to routine
white-collar work but to the work of many professionals and skilled
technicians, new and old. The computer has been hailed by many as an
instrument of liberation. It will automate the tedious and tiring work
and free workers to engage in more interesting and creative tasks (see,
for example, Hyman 1980). This remains, currently at least, a hope or
a promise rather than widespread practice. For many information
workers, the application of the new technology has continued the

46 THE INFORMATION SOCIETY

FPI3  8/17/2004  3:34 PM  Page 46



‘dynamic of de-skilling’ (Littler 1978: 189) intrinsic to Taylorian princi-
ples, complemented as these were by the tighter technical control made
possible by the moving assembly line of the Fordist factory. Here was
first made clear the extent to which control could be not only a system
of managerial prerogatives, a bureaucratic pattern, but also a technical
fact built into the very structure of the machine (Edwards 1979: 111–29).

Clerical work was once largely a man’s job, involving considerable
degrees of skill and levels of discretion. There was a ‘craft’ as well as a
quasi-managerial element involved. The advent of office machinery in
the form of adding machines and the Hollerith punched-card processor
began the process of de-skilling, symbolized by the ‘feminization’ of the
clerical work-force (women were 21 per cent of clerks in England in
1911 and 70 per cent by 1966). The office worker, once a craft worker,
became increasingly a simple machine operator and form-filler.

The widespread application of the computer and other forms of elec-
tronic data-processing (EDP) in the office has continued this process.
Clerical workers have become, as they often put it, ‘slaves to the com-
puter’, mere machine feeders with virtually no comprehension of the
overall purpose of their work or control of its pace. Little knowledge
or training are required to carry out the routine tasks involved in prepar-
ing data for the computer or punching them onto disk or tape. It is the
machine that is smart, not the worker. A vast gulf opens between the
largely unskilled, largely female mass clerical work-force and the small
elite of qualified managers and computer professionals, most of whom
are male.

Clerical deskilling, therefore, involves both the process of fragmentation,
simplification, and standardization of work tasks and the diminution 
of the clerical worker’s role as an ‘intermediary’ between management
and the mass of routine workers . . . The particular characteristics of the
computer as office technology is its capacity to store and process infor-
mation which was once the domain and possession of the clerk, and to
impose internal controls on these operations . . . which would once have
depended on the experience and acquired knowledge of the individual
worker. The clerk can no longer entertain the possibility of a ‘total view’
of the work process, nor exercise responsibility and discretion based on
experience and delegated direct from management or employer . . . Func-
tions of capital are relocated in the higher supervisory and managerial
strata, or, progressively, in the work of those who plan, control and co-
ordinate the use of the computer. (Crompton and Reid 1983: 175–6)6

But why expect managers, professionals and technical workers to be
themselves immune to Taylorism and technical control? Scientific man-
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agement was, as we have seen, intended to apply to all levels and types
of workers. And the very people who designed and operated the new
technology were, as many recognized, thereby putting themselves at
risk. Vonnegut’s Player Piano (1952) long ago vividly illustrated the
predicament of highly-skilled engineers who, having taught the com-
puter their skills, put themselves out of a job.

In manufacturing, computer numerically controlled (CNC) machines
are already replacing ‘some of the most highly-skilled and satisfying
work on the shop floor, such as jig boring, milling, universal turning
and highly skilled workshop practices’ (Barker 1981: 7; see also Noble
1979, 1986: 231–64; Evans 1982: 162–4). In the printing trade, 
previously skilled typesetters and compositors may have hung on 
to their high wages but for many their work has been reduced by 
computerized typesetting to the skill level of a typist (Weber and Robins
1986: 139). Architects and industrial designers have had their 
work ‘simplified’ – that is, de-skilled – by Computer Aided Design
(CAD) (Cooley 1981), while many other professionals – in medicine and
education, for instance – are having their work monitored and their
expertise challenged by ‘Expert’ systems of artificial intelligence (Boden
1980; Forester 1987: 45–9; Cooley 1982; Rosenbrock et al. 1985:
640–1). Some students of the new technology indeed argue that automa-
tion, in the office at least, is leading to a re-skilling (accompanied 
by redundancy of routine workers) of lower level occupations; it is 
the professionals who are the main victims of de-skilling (Baran 1988:
697).

Most notably of all, the continuing development of computers has
Taylorized the computer professionals themselves. Computer work has
followed the familiar pattern of the separation and splitting of tasks,
leading to increasingly routinized work for the mass of workers and
highly specialized work for a small group of designers and researchers.
First systems analysts were separated from programmers, marking a 
significant distinction between those who conceived and those who 
executed software programmes. Later programmers were themselves
distinguished from a more routine class of operators, who were con-
cerned largely with the repetitive task of coding. The development of
computer languages – Cobol, Fortran, etc. – and ‘structured program-
ming’ have further polarized software production along skill lines. All
the creativity goes into the design and preparation of programme ‘pack-
ages’ – such as those for payroll calculations – which are then capable
of simple implementation by programmers. The de-skilling of computer
programmers in particular, taken with the general de-skilling of white-
collar work in automated offices, has led Morris-Suzuki to single out
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‘the semi-skilled computer worker’ as the typical worker of the future
(Morris-Suzuki 1988: 124). Webster and Robins agree: ‘Many computer
workers possess but an aura of skill: their daily work is little more 
than specialized clerical labor’ (Webster and Robins 1986: 146). The
‘feminization’ of computer work, at the lower levels of programmers
and operators, is a further, familiar, indication of fragmentation and 
de-skilling (Kraft 1987; Webster and Robins 1986: 177).

The Knowledge Worker

Knowledge, according to information society theorists, is progressively
supposed to affect work in two ways. One is the upgrading of the
knowledge content of existing work, in the sense that the new tech-
nology adds rather than subtracts from the skill of workers. The other
is the creation and expansion of new work in the knowledge sector, such
that information workers come to predominate in the economy. More-
over it is assumed that it is the more skilled, more knowledgeable infor-
mation workers who will come to constitute the core of the information
economy. We have seen that for many existing workers the new infor-
mation technology spells a decrease, not an increase, in knowledge and
control.7 But perhaps this is the wrong way to view things. Are these
workers not rather being displaced altogether? Is the future not more
likely to be one where low-level routine jobs are automated out of 
existence and new, more creative, ones take their place?

The impact of information technology on employment was one of
the most hotly debated issues of the 1980s. Would the new technology
increase or decimate jobs? And where would the effects be most felt?
Optimists were naturally to be found a-plenty in the information 
technology industry and its governmental off-shoots, such as the
Department of Trade and Industry in Britain (for example, Baker 1982).
Pessimists tended to be among academics and trade unionists, abetted
by some financial journalists. But the most celebrated scare was raised
in an official report by two civil servants presented in 1977 to the French
President, Valéry Giscard d’Estaing. In L’Informatization de la Société
(first volume in English as The Computerization of Society: Nora and
Minc 1980), Simon Nora and Alain Minc predicted a wholesale devas-
tation of the world of work as a consequence of télématique (telematics),
the ‘synergistic’ marriage of computers and telecommunications. They
drew attention in particular to the service sector, where they expected
telematics to produce such prodigious gains in productivity as to 
eliminate whole groups of workers in banks, insurance companies, 
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government departments, telecommunications, and the tertiary depart-
ments of manufacturing (Nora and Minc 1980: 34–7).

Nora and Minc refused to offer precise figures for the loss of jobs,
but others were less inhibited. For Britain, Iann Barron and Ray Curnow
suggested that the impact of information technology would be to
produce an unemployment rate of 10–15 per cent by the end of the
1980s (Barron and Curnow 1979: 201); Clive Jenkins and Barrie
Sherman predicted a rate of 20 per cent in a progressive ‘collapse of
work’ (Jenkins and Sherman 1979: 115; see also Merritt 1982: 74;
Hines and Searle 1979; King 1982: 32; Friedrichs 1982: 200).

In the event, the more scary predictions have proved – so far, at least
– unfounded. Information technology has displaced some workers – not
only or always office workers – but has also created new jobs in several
areas (Webster and Robins 1986: 90–127; Morris-Suzuki 1988: 87–105;
Lyon 1988: 66–72; Freeman and Soete 1987; Castells 1989: 173–88).
Redeployment has been more common so far than widespread redun-
dancy, either because increased productivity has lowered costs and so
led to increased demand, or because firms have retrained displaced
workers to offer an expanded range of services. Volkswagen is a good
example of the first case, Barclays Bank of the second (Leadbeater and
Lloyd 1987: 85, 95).

But the main problem in assessing the impact of information tech-
nology on employment is that we are at too early a stage in the process.
It is impossible yet to generalize about the long term. Optimists are as
plausible as pessimists. It can be argued that the new technology will,
or at least could, in the long run provide another of those ‘gales of cre-
ative destruction’ that Joseph Schumpeter believed periodically renewed
capitalism. The constellation of information technology industries –
computers, electronic components, telecommunications – could, 
like cars and domestic electrical goods in the first half of the century,
be the springboard for a period of renewed economic expansion 
and job creation (Perez 1985; Miles and Gershuny 1986; Freeman
1987). Equally, though, it is easy to see the force of the argument that
new jobs created by information technology are an initial, once-and-for-
all time, bonanza, the product of the massive reorganization forced 
on companies as they absorb the impact of the new technology. Once
the initial shock has been absorbed, the capacity for information 
technology to displace workers will be felt with a vengeance (Webster
and Robins 1986: 127). There is also a third, more radical, position 
that combines ‘pessimism’ with optimism. That is, it accepts that infor-
mation technology will drastically diminish paid employment. But it
welcomes this, seeing in it not so much a threat as an opportunity to
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redirect time and energy to more fulfilling activities outside the formal
economy of paid work (Gorz 1982, 1989; King 1982: 33–5; Barry Jones
1982).

The debate about the quantity of jobs lost or gained through the
applications of information technology is not, however, the main
concern of the information society theorists. They generally assume a
numerical gain, as their figures for the steady growth of ‘information
workers’ suggest. But more important is the quality of the new work-
force. Information society theorists look forward to the rise of a new
service class of knowledge workers, men and women whose work is
characterized by high levels of technical skill and theoretical knowledge,
and which correspondingly demands long periods of education and
training. In support of this they point to the fact that scientific, techni-
cal and professional workers have been the fastest growing occupational
groups in all industrial societies in the last fifty years. Similarly, they
argue, it is the ‘knowledge factories’, the universities and research insti-
tutes, that have now become the powerhouses of modern society, replac-
ing the goods-producing factory of the industrial era (Drucker 1969:
52; Bell 1980a: 501; Simon 1980: 429; Stonier 1983: 43–4).

We have already had reason to doubt, on general grounds, that the
work-force is increasing in skill and autonomy. In so far as Taylorism
remains the master principle, information technology has a greater
potential for proletarianization than for professionalization. This
process can be quite effectively disguised by occupational statistics that
suggest a more educated and better trained work-force. The growth of
credentialism – that is, demanding higher qualifications for the same
jobs – and the familiar process of the inflation of job labels and occu-
pational self-advertisement, can all give a quite misleading impression
of the growth of a more ‘knowledgeable’ society (Kumar 1978: 211–19).

The more detailed picture of recent occupational changes confirms
this impression of a statistical sleight-of-hand designed to promote the
idea of an increasingly professionalized society. Bell, for instance, singles
out workers in health, education and social welfare, along with scien-
tific and technical workers in information technology, as the key pro-
fessionals of the information society. These, the workers in ‘human
services’ and in ‘professional services’, are the mainstay of the new
service class (Bell 1980a: 501). Over the century, the censuses do indeed
record a striking rise in the number of professional, administrative and
managerial employees. From constituting no more than 5–10 per cent
of the work-force at the beginning of the century, they now in all western
societies make up between 20–25 per cent of workers (Goldthorpe
1982: 172).
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But many of these workers are professionals only in name – plumbers
as ‘heating engineers’, shop-keepers as ‘managers’, etc. Moreover the
variety and heterogeneity of workers in the information sector make any
general claim of increased skill and knowledge highly contentious (Miles
and Gershuny 1986: 23). The same point can be made about the variety
existing between different societies. For instance, while most profes-
sionals and managers are graduates in Germany, Japan and the United
States, in Britain only 30 per cent of professionals and 12 per cent of
managers are graduates (Social Trends 1990: 62).

More problematic for information society theory is the expectation
of the continued growth and expansion of the class of knowledge
workers. The assumption of the continued growth of service workers in
general has already been challenged on theoretical as well as empirical
grounds. There is no natural or inevitable ‘march through the sectors’,
from agriculture to manufacturing to services, as economies develop
(Gershuny 1978; Singelmann 1978). It has been shown, for instance,
that ‘self-service’ provisioning, using service goods such as washing
machines and television sets, has already displaced some service workers
and may displace more in the future (Gershuny and Miles 1983). The
same uncertainty surrounds the future growth of knowledge workers.
In the last two decades there has already been a sharp decline in the
growth of professionals in the human services; and the growth of infor-
mation workers generally – including those in the computer and
telecommunications industry – has slackened and tailed off in most
industrial countries (Jones 1982: 19; Guy 1987: 175; Kraft 1987: 101).
An area that has been particularly hard hit – mainly as the result of
computerization – is the area of middle management. The future orga-
nization, it has been suggested, may have an hour-glass shape: a few
executives and research and development specialists on the top, and
many clerks and operatives on the bottom. ‘The middle, which used to
be filled with managers, is replaced by a communications channel’ (Kraft
1987: 107; Perez 1985: 455; Baran 1988: 697). A similar pattern is pre-
dicted specifically for manufacturing organizations, as microelectronics
continue their advance: a relatively few highly skilled designers, plan-
ners and technicians at the top, and unskilled machine operators and
maintenance men at the bottom. What will have gone is the body of
skilled machinists and middle-level technical staff (Evans 1982:
168–70).

Most of the growth in jobs in the last two decades has indeed come
from a quite different quarter: not from the knowledge sector, but from
the lower levels of the tertiary economy, where the extent of skill and
knowledge is not notably high. For instance, between 1973 and 1980
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almost 13 million new jobs were created in the United States. Most of
these were in the private sector, and most – over 70 per cent – in ser-
vices and the retail trade. The typical new workers were in ‘eating and
drinking’ establishments, including fast-food restaurants; in ‘health ser-
vices’, mainly nurses and ancillary staff in private hospitals and private
nursing homes; and in ‘business services’, mainly routine information
workers concerned with data processing, copying and mailing. Many of
the new workers were women, many of them part-time or temporary.
Pay levels were low, job security and career prospects virtually nil. This
pattern continued during the 1980s – in Britain as much as the United
States.8 In Japan too, the growth of information workers has been
skewed in the direction of lower level jobs concerned with ‘information
transfer’ rather than the more skilled jobs concerned with ‘information
production’. In 1982, ‘information transfer’ workers accounted for 20
per cent of the Japanese work-force, but information production’
workers only 13 per cent (Morris-Suzuki 1988: 131).

Politics and Markets

It is clear from this account of developments in the information
economy that there is a distinct politics, as well as a political economy,
of the information society. The growth of knowledge work, for instance,
has evidently been directly affected by recent governmental policies.
Knowledge workers in the public sector – especially those in human 
services – have declined while those in the private sector – especially
those in business services – have increased. But state involvement in the
information economy also operates at a far deeper structural level. Gov-
ernments have taken a leading role in promoting and disseminating 
the idea of an information society – including vigorous attempts to
encourage a ‘computer culture’ in schools and universities (Roszak
1978; Robins and Webster 1989). In Britain, not notably in the 
forefront of the information technology revolution, more than half 
of all research and development (R&D) in information technology (IT)
is funded by the government; the government is responsible, as 
customer, for more than half of the total market in electronics; and it
absorbs more than a third of all computer capacity (Webster and Robins
1986: 273).

Moreover, whatever their free-market propensities, it has been clear
that governments have not been willing to give up a coordinating and
directing role in the development of information technology. British
Telecom may be privatized, for instance, but it preserves its privileged
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role in the telecommunications network and its break-up – urged by free
marketeers – is successfully resisted on the grounds that this would be
against the national interest of maintaining internationally-competitive
British companies in the IT field. In France, the IT industry is pre-
dominantly in the hands of the state, and in Japan, whose example
inspired the French effort, the state-owned telecommunications 
monopoly NTT (Nippon Telegraph and Telephone) is ‘the lynchpin of
Japanese IT strategy’. Government direction of IT has been especially
energetic in these countries, spearheading what amounts almost to a call
to national mobilization for entry into the information society 
(Morris-Suzuki 1988: 25–41; Webster and Robins 1986: 258–73).

But it is in the military connection that we can perhaps most inti-
mately see the link between government and the information society.
From the very first development of the semiconductor industry at the
Bell Laboratories in New Jersey in the 1940s, to the Star Wars and
‘Strategic Computing’ projects of the US Department of Defense in the
1980s, it has been obvious that military (defence, space, etc.) require-
ments have in nearly all societies been the main engine of growth of the
IT industries (Japan and Germany are partial, and perhaps temporary,
exceptions). Military R&D, on one estimate, is responsible for 40 per
cent of total world expenditure on research, and absorbs the activities
of 40 per cent of the world’s research scientists and engineers. Since 
it is microelectronics that has revolutionized military technology – 
especially in missile and intelligence systems – in the past twenty years,
it is not surprising to find that a large part of this vast military expen-
diture on R&D is devoted to work in information technology (Barnaby
1982: 243–4; see also Lyon 1988: 26–30).

In the United States, over half of government-financed R&D is mili-
tary R&D (Roszak 1988: 40). The same is true of Britain, where the
Ministry of Defence’s spending on R&D amounts to a half of all gov-
ernment expenditure on R&D, and a quarter of all R&D spending in
the nation. For Britain it is the electronics industry that is at the heart
of the military-IT complex. Electronics companies get 46 per cent of all
government aid to industry, and the government funds 60 per cent of
the total R&D budget in electronics; 95 per cent of all government-
financed R&D in electronics originates from one department, the Min-
istry of Defence. The whole of the British electronics industry is in fact
heavily dependent on the military. As the National Economic Develop-
ment Office stated in 1983: ‘The UK electronics industry’s biggest single
customer is the Ministry of Defence.’ The Ministry of Defence purchases
more than 20 per cent of the total output of the British electronics 
industry (a further 30 per cent is purchased by other government 
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departments) (Soete 1987: 207; Webster and Robins 1986: 273–6;
Robins and Webster 1988: 29–30).

Political and military actors, though they have their own motivations
and interests, do not operate in a social vacuum. That social space is
forcibly occupied, to a good extent, by large private multinational cor-
porations that have their own pressing need for the most comprehen-
sive development of information technology. The growth in the scale
and complexity of organizations, their bursting of their national bound-
aries, have necessitated a degree of coordination and communication
that has itself been a major force in the expansion of information 
technology. Westinghouse Corporation, the large American energy
company, which also has extensive interests in cable and robotics, made
its own IT requirements clear in its 1982 Annual Report:

An integrated world-wide strategic planning process was put in place,
linking products and country planning efforts. A global communications
center is being established to provide timely and detailed information for
every part of the world. This centralization of planning and intelligence
will give Westinghouse a competitive edge in the world-wide deployment
of its resources. (Webster 1986: 396; see also Newman and Newman
1985: 505)

The big commercial organizations, like government departments,
have developed an appetite for IT which other companies, old and new,
have hurried to satisfy. In the process a powerful new group of IT multi-
nationals has risen to prominence. These then not only further the
growth of IT by their own organizational needs but are active in gen-
erating and pressing new services on other giants. These others, also
partly out of their own necessities and partly to get a share of the rich
pickings, begin to move in on the act. A spiral develops whose main
effect is the continuous Creating of IT goods, services and workers
(Webster and Robins 1986: 219–56; Douglas and Guback 1984: 234–5;
Traber 1986: 3).

The names of the IT multinationals have become household: IBM in
computers, AT&T and IT&T in telecommunications, Xerox and
Olivetti in office equipment, Philips and Siemens in electronics. But the
original bases in particular products and services are fast becoming irrel-
evant. All these companies, and the many others that are in or trying
to enter the field, aim to become ‘integrated information’ concerns. The
goal, substantially achieved in several cases, is to exploit economies of
scale and mutual dependencies so as to offer the complete IT package:
computers, telecommunications, electronic goods and components,
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cable, satellite and broadcast systems, TV and video goods and pro-
gramming services, film and photography. The bulk of IT has so far been
developed for the state or business user. This is where expansion has
been easiest and the profits greatest. But the home has also already been
firmly targeted, along with leisure and entertainment. From the point of
view of information technology, distinctions between office and home,
work and leisure, are largely unimportant. Indeed IT is in the business
of making them unimportant.

Information technology is in fact making most of the standard indus-
trial classifications meaningless. Hallowed divisions between ‘sec-
ondary’ and ‘tertiary’ activities become increasingly unreal. The
electronics industry, the heart of the IT revolution, now integrates manu-
facturing and service activities so completely that it is impossible to tell
where one ends and the other begins – for example, computer manu-
facture and computer services (Patel and Soete 1987: 123). Robots,
computer-aided design and computer-aided manufacturing clearly
encourage manufacturers to get into IT themselves; and companies such
as the giant motor manufacturer GM have been doing just that.

Oil companies, such as Exxon and British Petroleum, have felt a par-
ticularly urgent need to diversify and to incorporate substantial IT activ-
ities. And companies such as RCA, which have traditionally been in the
field of entertainment, have been restructuring to turn themselves into
all-purpose IT companies. They are taking on everything from TV
manufacture and television networks to cable equipment and program-
ming, video and satellite manufacture, private telephone systems, and
computers and data communications. It is only a symbol of the total
interpenetration of all spheres of IT activity that in the midst of all this
restructuring RCA should be taken over (in 1985) by one of the other
IT giants, General Electric.

Information technology is clearly big business. It is at the heart of
corporate capital in the late twentieth century. Corporate capital is both
its main instigator and principal user. It has been estimated that about
90 per cent of all data flow via satellite systems is intra-corporate, and
about 50 per cent of all trans-border data flow takes place within the
communications networks of individual transnational corporations
(Jussawalla 1985: 299–300). Herbert Schiller has argued that this is
more or less the whole story of the so-called information technology
revolution, and the real content of the information society:

The new information technologies were developed in, by and for highly
advanced capitalist economies – that of the USA in particular. It is to be
expected, therefore, that these technologies are now being employed
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single-mindedly to serve market objectives. Control of the labour force,
higher productivity, capture of world markets, and continued capital
accumulation are the propelling influences under which the new infor-
mation technologies are developed. (Schiller 1985: 37)

Taken with the military and political motives noted earlier, the clearly
capitalist character of much IT activity has led to a widespread ques-
tioning of the whole theoretical underpinning of the idea of an infor-
mation society. There is no new age, no new revolution comparable to
the Industrial Revolution of the nineteenth century (Nowotny 1982:
101; Rosenbrock et al. 1985: 641). The information society is a myth
developed to serve the interests of those who initiate and manage the
‘information revolution’: ‘the most powerful sectors of society, its
central administrative elites, the military establishment and global
industrial corporations’ (Hamelink 1986: 13). It is no more than the
latest ideology of the capitalist state. ‘Capitalism is still the name of the
game’ (Arriaga 1985: 294). ‘If there is a revolution, then it is certainly
around the hub of capitalism’ (Douglas and Guback 1984: 236). ‘Capi-
talist industrialism has not been transcended, but simply extended,
deepened and perfected’ (Walker 1985: 72; see also Slack 1984: 250;
Robins and Webster 1987: 114; Lyon 1988: 155; Morris-Suzuki 1988:
84; Roszak 1988: 204).

Bell, Masuda, Stonier and other enthusiasts portray the information
society as a hopeful and progressive development. It is leading to a
future of greater prosperity, leisure and satisfaction for all. But so far at
least it is a society designed, as of old, by and for the few: the rich and
powerful classes, nations and regions of the world. ‘The information
revolution has not yet arrived and is nowhere yet in sight, except in the
offices of stockbrokers, bankers, spy masters, meteorologists and the
headquarters of transnational companies’ (Traber 1986: 2). Its objec-
tives and effects are strictly defined by the traditional goals of the 
political and economic elites: to increase the power of the state, both 
as against its own citizens and against other states; and to boost the
productivity and profits of capitalist enterprises, largely by creating an
integrated global market.

Ideology and the Information Society 

The main burden of the critique of the information society idea is that
the development and diffusion of information technology have intro-
duced no fundamentally new principle or direction in society. The
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remarkable speed of IT’s diffusion is admitted; so too its potentiality for
bringing about radical change in social arrangements (for example, Gill
1985: 181). But the new technology is being applied within a political
and economic framework that confirms and accentuates existing pat-
terns, rather than giving rise to new ones. Work and leisure are further
industrialized, further subjected to Fordist and Taylorist strategies of
mechanization, routinization and rationalization. Existing social
inequalities are maintained and magnified. A new ‘information gap’
opens up between the producers and users of the new technology and
those – ordinary citizens, semi-skilled operators, Third World countries
– who are its (their) passive clients, customers and consumers (Rada
1982). Information abounds, but there is little concern with embodying
it in a framework of knowledge, let alone cultivating wisdom in its use
(Slack 1984: 254; Marien 1985: 657).9 Knowledge and information,
once amongst the most public and freely available resources in society,
now become privatized, commodified, appropriated for sale and profit
(Morris-Suzuki 1986).

The theme of this criticism of the information society is one of fun-
damental continuity. The instruments and techniques may change, but
the overriding goals and purposes of capitalist industrial societies
remain the same as before. One of the most far-reaching critiques has
gone so far as to see the whole information society idea as simply the
latest expression of a long-standing tradition of thought and practice
that they call ‘social Taylorism’. Taylorism, argue Frank Webster and
Kevin Robins, was not just a doctrine of factory management but ‘a
new social philosophy, a new principle of social revolution, and a new
imaginary institution in society’ (Webster and Robins 1989: 333).

Taylorism became the hub of a new technocratic ideology that did
not stop at the factory or office but moved out to the world at large.
Having conquered production it now turned its sights on consumption.
‘Ultimately what was required was the Scientific Management of need,
desire and fantasy, and their reconstruction in terms of the commodity
form’ (Webster and Robins 1989: 334). Scientific management in the
1930s and 1940s achieved new forms and techniques in the rise of mass
advertising, systematic market research, and the whole science of
making and manipulating consumer taste. Television, cable and satellite
were later added to its armoury, as the market became increasingly
global and in need of ever more careful management. Nor was the po-
litical sphere – the consumer as citizen – excluded from social Taylorism.
Mass democracies too needed to be carefully monitored and managed.
Surveillance, propaganda and public opinion measurement became
standard tools in the government and administration of complex 
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societies. The open public sphere of former liberal polities, the space
made a available for public discussion and debate, increasingly gave way
to the administered sphere, dominated by technical expertise and
narrow concepts of instrumental rationality.

The whole development of the twentieth-century state and society can
therefore be regarded as the application of the principles of scientific
management. Information, knowledge and science – including social
science – are self-evidently the central requirements of this process. They
provide the means necessary to coordinate and control the increasingly
complex operations of the economy and the polity. Thus it can be argued
that ‘it was the exponents of Scientific Management, in its broadest
sense, who unleashed an Information Revolution’. Particularly impor-
tant were the ‘consumption engineers’ who took the lead in regulating
business transactions and consumer behaviour. ‘It was these advocates
of big business who first turned to the “rational” and “scientific”
exploitation of information in the wider society, and it is their descen-
dents – the multinational advertisers, market researchers, opinion
pollers, data brokers, and so on – who are the heart of information po-
litics in the eighties’ (Webster and Robins 1989: 336; see also Robins
and Webster 1987: 104–14; Webster and Robins 1986: 309–19,
328–43).

‘Taylorism’ or ‘scientific management’ is evidently having to do a lot
of work in this analysis; as, in an analogous way, is capitalism in the
broader critique of which it is a part. This is not to object to the pre-
sentation of the ‘dark underside of the information revolution’ (Webster
and Robins 1989: 330), nor to deny the fundamental truth of these
accounts. The information society has not evolved in some neutral,
value-free way. Information technology, like all technology, has been
selected and shaped in conformity with certain determinate social and
political interests. These interests may not always be able to control all
its effects. Television, for instance, can disturb as much as it can soothe.
Word processors can be as handy for the publishing activities of small
oppositional groups as for the rationalizing strategies of office man-
agers. But the bulk of information technology is complex and expen-
sive. It requires massive capital investment and large teams of
researchers. Only the most powerful interests in society – governments
and large private corporations – have the resources to promote it. ‘The
automated office, the robotic factory and the electronic battle-field’
account for over 80 per cent of the IT business (Webster and Robins
1986: 282). Not surprisingly, these interests have developed IT largely
to serve their needs, as they perceive them. Power and profit, as in the
past, dominate these calculations.
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This is not however the whole story of the information society. To
call the information society an ideology, and to relate that ideology to
the contemporary needs of capitalism, is to begin, not to end the analy-
sis. Capitalism has had many ideologies over the past two hundred years
– laissez-faire, managerialism, welfarism, even, arguably, varieties of
fascism and communism. Each has had its own kind of relation to capi-
talist society; each has contained its own distinctive contradictions.
What kind of ideology is the ideology of the information society, and
what are its particular contradictions? Ideologies, as many people have
pointed out, are not just ideas in the head, but real practices, as real as
any other social practices. They are lived realities. They constrain our
thinking about ourselves and our world, and thus have practical con-
sequences. ‘The information society’ may be a partial and one-sided way
of expressing the contemporary social reality, but for many people in
the industrial world it is now an inescapable part of that reality. To
describe this as ‘false consciousness’ misses the point. As Jennifer Slack
says:

[T]he discourse of the information revolution appeals powerfully to
common sense, regardless of class, race, gender, or ethnicity. It is not a
mere tool used by the capitalists in order to dupe us; it is embraced and
promoted – often even by its detractors. It is, at the very least, the world
within which we are surviving . . . There is a real information revolution
going on, and it is the revolution that is being promoted in the media, in
public relations, in advertising, and in ourselves. I see no sense in denying
that . . . (Slack 1984: 249–50).

We shall come back to this later. The precise significance of the infor-
mation revolution, its meaning as both ideology and reality, will be
easier to assess when we have considered the other varieties of post-
industrial theory. It is possible that all these theories are feeding off the
same or similar developments in modern societies. As partial glimpses
of those developments, they may, when put together, better enable us to
see the fuller picture. 
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4

Fordism and Post-Fordism

Vast changes in the techno-sphere and the info-sphere have converged to change the way
we make goods. We are moving rapidly beyond traditional mass production to a sophisti-
cated mix of mass and de-massified products. The ultimate goal of this effort is now appar-
ent: completely customized goods, made with wholistic, continuous-flow processes,
increasingly under the direct control of the consumer.

Alvin Toffler (1981: 185–6)

We can see in this country a culture of post-Fordist capitalism emerging. Consumption has
a new place. As for production the keyword is flexibility – of plant and machinery, as of prod-
ucts and labour. Emphasis shifts from scale to scope, and from cost to quality. Organizations
are geared to respond to rather than regulate markets. They are seen as frameworks for
learning as much as instruments of control. Their hierarchies are flatter and their structures
more open. The guerrilla force takes over from the standing army.

Robin Murray (1989a: 47)

Post-Fordism is not a reality, not even a coherent vision of the future, but mainly an expres-
sion of hope that future capitalist development will be the salvation of social democracy.

Simon Clarke (1990: 75)

Technological Determinism and Social Choice

The different theories of post-industrialism – the information society,
post-Fordism, post-modernism – overlap one another. The differences
are more than those of emphasis, certainly; but certain themes and
figures recur. Information technology, for instance, which more or less
defines the information society idea, is also central to the analysis of the
other two theories. Globalization is another common denominator.
Decentralization and diversity feature prominently in all accounts of the
new era.

What distinguishes these accounts is therefore not so much the 
particular development they single out as the frameworks they use to
examine them. Information society theorists tend to adopt an optimistic,
evolutionary approach that puts all the emphasis on major new clusters
of technological innovations. The information revolution is the latest,
and by so much the most progressive, step in the sequence of changes
that have transformed human society since earliest times (history is ‘a
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succession of rolling waves of change’: Toffler 1981: 13). Like the agri-
cultural and industrial revolutions before it, its basis is in new tech-
niques and new types of energy, new forms and forces of production
(both Bell and Toffler are ex-Marxists and seem reluctant to throw off
all the habits of a misspent youth). The new technology determines, in
a more or less regular way everywhere, new forms of life. Work, play,
education, family relationships and structures of feeling gradually adapt
or succumb to the pressures and opportunities of the new technical
forces.

If the theory of the information society emphasizes the forces of pro-
duction, post-Fordist theory emphasizes the relations of production.
Technology loses its neutral or inherently progressive character and is
put instead within a matrix of social relations that determines its use
and application. This does not, it must be stressed, necessarily entail a
gloomy view of current developments. Post-Fordists tend to be left-wing
radicals of various sorts; but this can lead them to view the new state
of things with optimism as much as disquiet.

The contrasting attitudes to recent changes in Italy illustrate this 
very well. Italy is also a good example because it was developments 
there that first gave rise to post-Fordist theory. The Italian case 
can therefore usefully provide us with the elements of post-Fordist
analysis.

The Third Italy

During the 1970s and 1980s, Italian and other observers began to docu-
ment and discuss a phenomenon that they came to call la Terza Italia,
the Third Italy. The Third Italy was distinguished from, on the one hand,
the First Italy of large-scale mass production, concentrated in the indus-
trial triangle of Turin, Milan and Genoa; and, on the other hand, the
Second Italy of the mezzogiorno, the economically undeveloped South.
The Third Italy was, by contrast, a dynamic area of small firms and
workshops in the central and north-eastern regions of the country:
Tuscany, Umbria, the Marche, Emilia-Romagna, Veneto, Friuli,
Trentino-Alto Adige.

In these regions, small workshops and factories employing usually no
more than 5–50 workers, and often less than 10, had come to consti-
tute the core of thriving ‘industrial districts’. Each region specialized in
a range of loosely related products. Tuscany specialized in textiles and
ceramics; Emilia-Romagna produced knitwear, ceramic tiles, automatic
machines and farm machinery; in the Marche, shoes were the main
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product; Veneto also produced shoes as well as ceramics and plastic 
furniture.

The main features of production in the Third Italy were what one of
its leading students has called ‘productive decentralization and social
integration’ (Brusco 1982). This is another way of stating the principles
of the industrial district, as classically expounded by Alfred Marshall in
his account of the industrial districts of nineteenth-century Birmingham
and Sheffield (Bellandi 1989b; Beccatini 1990). But it would be wrong
if this reference to the past were to make us think of the Italian indus-
trial districts as somehow traditional and old-fashioned. There were
indeed artisanal and even, in agriculture, co-operative traditions in this
area. But most of the workshops and factories were brand new. They
were ‘high-technology cottage industries’ employing the latest numeri-
cally controlled tools. Their products were sophisticated and design-
conscious, enabling them to penetrate international as well as national
markets. Their workers were as well-paid as workers in the large plants
in the north; unemployment rates in the area were generally lower than
elsewhere in Italy. Transport, housing, education and social security ben-
efits were all of a markedly high standard, thus providing an additional
‘social wage’.

Social relations within the firm, between firms, and between the firms
and their surrounding community, were certainly on the pattern of the
classic industrial district. Most workers were highly skilled, and there
was little sense of distinction between them and their supervisors. It was
easy to move from being an artisan to being an entrepreneur. The aim
of designing new products, and of exploiting gaps in the market, meant
that there was constant collaboration between entrepreneurs, designers,
engineers, and workers. Taken with the small size of enterprises, this
made for a flexible division of labour and flattened hierarchies within
the firm. Conception and execution, separated in the Taylorist and
Fordist practices of the large firms, were here to a good extent reunited.

The collaborative, collective character of relations within the firm
was reproduced in its relation with other firms. As with industrial dis-
tricts elsewhere, a ‘monocultural’ area emerged. Firms had a low degree
of vertical integration and depended on each other for a wide range of
specialized activities. A dense system of subcontracting lay at the heart
of the local economy. The ‘extraordinarily rich and complex relation-
ship’ (Brusco 1989: 261) between clients (producers of finished goods)
and subcontractors (producers and designers of parts and services)
kindled innovation and enhanced adaptability. Clients, it was often said,
arrived to ask not that a product be made but that a problem be solved
(Sabel 1984: 223; Brusco 1986: 188).
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Collaboration went further. Firms passed on orders to each other and
shared in the costs of expensive equipment. They pooled their resources
to set up local associations of specialists for the collective provision of
marketing, accounting and technical services. Ash Amin has stressed
how different all this is from the traditional pattern of small firms and
traditional systems of subcontracting:

We are not talking about independent small firms in the traditional sense,
nor about subcontractors for large firms, but about the development of
an industrial system (almost a corporation) composed of inter-linked but
independently owned production units . . . The model’s economic power
lies in its approximating, as it were, to a corporation with its labour
divided between many spontaneous centres of production, whose rela-
tionship with each other is nevertheless competitive – a corporation
without a roof. The single elements of the system flourish as a result of
their interdependence . . . (Amin 1989: 118–19)

There is lastly the role of the local community as a whole, in its social
and political aspects. The financial and political institutions of the
region did not just respond positively to the individual or collective
approaches of firms, for loans and other forms of support; banks and
city and regional political authorities themselves took an active part in
promoting and sustaining the small-firm economy in their area. In the
regions of the Third Italy, ‘localist’ traditions had grown up, fostered
by Socialist and Communist subcultures in the central regions and
Catholic subcultures in the north-east. The political parties and other
institutions of the subculture had created a climate of mutual support
and reciprocity among employers and workers – a ‘social compromise’
– and had undertaken to mitigate the social costs of the economic 
flexibility and rapid readjustments of the small-firm economy. They had
constructed industrial estates at low rents, promoted professional train-
ing, arranged low interest loans, negotiated favourable tax arrange-
ments with central government, and established an infrastructure of
social services to support workers and their families (Triglia 1989;
1990).

These initiatives of the political subcultures of the Third Italy were
well rewarded. Modena and Reggio, for instance, which ranked respec-
tively the 17th and 12th richest provinces in Italy in 1970, were by 1979
the 2nd and 4th richest (Brusco 1982: 168). The success of the regions
as a whole was reflected in the fact that by 1977 they contributed nearly
28 per cent of Italy’s manufacturing exports, compared with 20 per cent
in 1968 (Amin 1989: 114). Similarly, the Third Italy was responsible
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for the fastest growth rate in employment in the country between 1971
and 1981 (Sforzi 1990: 106).1

The Third Italy is not, it is clear, the product of some spontaneous,
undirected development. Values, purposes and politics have played a sig-
nificant part in its growth. But whose values and purposes? Some critics
claim to have discerned a less happy and more sinister intent behind 
the prosperous and harmonious appearance. The Third Italy, they argue,
is largely the result of a flight from the power of organized labour and
an attempt to regain control of the labour force. It is no coincidence,
they say, that small firm development took off in the early 1970s.
Employers in the large plants of the North reacted to the massive strikes
and labour disturbances of the late 1960s by decentralizing production
and resorting to subcontracting on a large scale. In particular they
sought to head off the threat posed by the 1970 Statuto dei Lavoratori
and the other labour legislation of the early 1970s, the most tangible
gain of the workers following the autunno caldo, the ‘hot autumn’, of
1969.

The statutes of these years gave workers almost cast-iron security of
employment and allowed unions to establish factory councils with 
considerable powers. Small firms – less than twenty members – were
however exempted from the principal provisions of the acts. They were
also given fiscal concessions, such as exemption from VAT, and were
exempted from social security payments. Large employers, therefore, in
alliance with skilled craftsmen who felt their position threatened by
unskilled, largely migrant, labour, busied themselves in setting up or
encouraging small firms which could handle much of the business of
production without the restrictions set by the labour legislation and
without having to take on the unions. They resorted to labour in the
‘black economy’ to restore the flexibility of employment that had been
lost in the larger firms.

Many of the small firms, which as subcontractors depended heavily
on the large northern firms, were established in the north-central and
north-eastern regions. On this argument, therefore, the Third Italy is
not primarily a phenomenon of independent small firms, organically
linked to the local community, but a creation of large-scale capitalism
faced with its most serious post-war challenge from organized labour.
Further evidence for this view, it is suggested, is provided by the pow-
erful re-emergence of the large firms in the Italian economy of the later
1980s, as economic conditions changed and industrial militancy waned
(Bellandi 1989a: 51; Rey 1989: 92).2

This is a picture accepted in part even by those who champion the
Third Italy as a hopeful development, perhaps even a portent of the
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future shape of things (for example, Brusco 1989: 259; Sabel 1989: 24).
But generally they insist on the largely autonomous development of the
Third Italy. Although some small firms were started by large firms
seeking to evade statutory protection of workers, they soon broke their
dependence and diversified both their customers and their activities
(Sabel 1984: 222–3; Amin 1989: 116). In any case, most small firms
were not the result of decentralization policies and their ties with large
firms were largely non-existent (Bamford 1987: 3; Triglia 1989: 177).
Moreover, though informal, casual labour played some part in the first
stage of development, in the second stage the Third Italy was firmly
based on a system of regular formal employment – an indication of its
strength and stability (Mingione 1991: 320–1). Finally, small firms were
holding their own in the 1980s in competition with the large firms
(Brusco 1986: 195; 1989: 263).

The Third Italy, for its apologists, is not simply and economic phe-
nomenon. It is also a social, cultural and political phenomenon of the
first importance. It points towards the possibility, for almost the first
time in the history of industrialism, of the reunification of mental and
manual labour, and of work and the community. ‘If’, says Charles Sabel
of the skilled workers in the small firms,

you had thought so long about Rousseau’s artisan clockmakers at
Neuchâtel or Marx’s idea of labor as joyful, self-creative association that
you had begun to doubt their possibility, then you might, watching these
craftsmen at work, forgive yourself the sudden conviction that something
more utopian than the present factory system is practical after all. (Sabel
1984: 220)

‘The high-technology industrial district,’ says Edward Goodman, ‘is
an innovation of great importance in the realm of ideas which carries
with it few of the moral objections to capitalism and few of the politi-
cal objections to communism.’ The Italian experience confirms the con-
tinuing relevance of the industrial district. It concerns moreover ‘not
only a small-firm economy’ but ‘a polity as well’.

With their familial relationships, their generational build up of skills, their
asymptotic dependence upon both competition and cooperation, their
obvious sense of community and camaraderie, the industrial manufac-
turing districts of Italy are important cultural entities . . . The Italian
small-firm economy offers at least one approach to the liberal dream of
free and creative work as an essential part of liberty. (Goodman 1989:
20, 26, 29; see also Sabel and Zeitlin 1985: 152; Piore 1990)

66 FORDISM AND POST-FORDISM

FPI4  8/17/2004  3:35 PM  Page 66



The industrial district, it is clear, belongs on this account not just to
the past but, adapted to new technology and new market conditions,
the future of industrialism. Dualism, the co-existence of economic orga-
nizations with different principles of work and different relations to the
community, is not an aberrant or outmoded feature of industrialism but
one intrinsic to its very development. The Fordist pattern of mass pro-
duction, where unskilled labour is put to work on single purpose
machines to produce standard goods, is only one part of the story of
industrialism. Alongside mass production there has always co-existed
craft production, where skilled labour works on multi-purpose or uni-
versal machines to make specialized products, in limited quantities, for
a variety of customers (Berger and Piore 1980; Samuel 1977; Brusco
1982: 179–80).

Historically, mass production has come to overwhelm craft produc-
tion, in the sense of setting the pace and determining the purposes of
production. But this was not because of some technological imperative
or for reasons of economic efficiency. The dominance of mass produc-
tion in the twentieth century was the result of social choices and politi-
cal decisions (including those prompted by world war). That being so,
social choice and political will can bring about a revitalization of small
firms and industrial districts, especially in the conditions of the late
twentieth century. This could mean a recovery of skill in work and, as
in the past, a stronger tie between economic life and valued social pur-
poses (Sabel and Zeitlin 1985).

The Italian example is therefore conceivably the harbinger of new
times, a new kind of future for industrial societies. This is not, it must
again be stressed, necessarily something that all welcome. For some it
is a matter of the greatest apprehension. The critics of the Third Italy
see in it a warning of the onset of a new, harsher phase of capitalism.
But many of them accept that, taken with other examples from other
parts of the industrial world, the Italian case is a revealing symptom of
a possible movement to a new phase of industrial history. The indus-
trial societies are becoming ‘post-Fordist’. We have so far, in concen-
trating on the Italian example, considered post-Fordist features only
implicitly. We need now to look at the theory in its most general form.

Flexible Specialization: The Second Industrial Divide?

Sebastiano Brusco notes, as an observable cause of the movement
towards productive decentralization in Italy, ‘the emergence since the
mid-1960s of a significant demand for more varied and customized
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goods, produced in short series . . .’ (Brusco 1982: 171). This points to
one of the most important sources of post-Fordist production every-
where (Piore and Sabel 1984: 183–93). Fordism was unparalleled in its
ability to deliver standardized goods cheaply and on a mass scale. This
was all right so long as there were sufficient groups in the population
still awaiting their turn to enjoy the fruits of mass production. But what
when these new groups of mass consumers were exhausted? What when
demand significantly changes? What when the dictates of fashion, new
styles of life, ceaseless technological innovation all call out for rapid
turnover and swift changes of production? What when the mass market
fragments into a diversity of consumer groups, each pursuing different
things, each restlessly and rapidly discarding current patterns of con-
sumption in search of new ones? And what, too, if this suits the
requirements of contemporary capitalist firms, seeking to find ever new
ways of exploiting and expanding markets? A novel pattern – novel at
least in its scale – of production and consumption emerges, the pattern
of ‘flexible specialization’.

Flexible specialization depends on the new information technology
(thus highlighting the interpenetration and overlap of current theories
of social change). Numerically controlled machine tools allow for the
economic production of small batches of goods – capital as well as con-
sumer – directed to specialized sections of the market. The new tools
make possible speedy changes of output, in response to new opportu-
nities and new needs. New products do not require new tools, nor 
the expensive and lengthy readjustment or reassembly of old ones.
Numerically controlled tools are non-specialized universal machines.
New designs and new products are the result of relatively simple changes
in the computer controlled programmes that direct the tools.

Flexible technology gives rise to flexible specialization. New ideas can
be quickly turned into new products, newer ideas into newer products.
Production is customized, geared to highly specific wants and needs in
a constant state of flux. And since, as Adam Smith insisted, the division
of labour is limited by the extent of the market, the segmentation of
markets and their rapidly shifting patterns can lead to a lowering of 
the division of labour in enterprises. Customized, short-run production
neither requires the large-scale plant and technology necessary to
achieve economies of scale (which can be justified only by production
in long series), nor can it depend on the unskilled or semi-skilled detail
worker common in the industrial establishments of the Fordist kind.
Flexible specialization calls for skill and flexibility in the worker as much
as in the machines. It is this that has led some observers to hail the new
developments as heralding a renaissance of craft production (Piore and
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Sabel 1984: 258–80; Sabel 1989: 32–3). Flexible specialization clearly
works to the benefit of small firms, at least to the extent of offsetting
the competitive advantages of economies of scale traditionally enjoyed
by large firms. The rise of flexible specialization as a significant, not
merely peripheral or ‘interstitial’, phenomenon in contemporary indus-
trial economies is undoubtedly partly responsible for the strong revival
of small firms, as widely observed and documented (for example, Lash
and Urry 1987: 104, 115, 133, 148).

But there is no reason why large firms should not also benefit from
flexible specialization, and there is considerable evidence that they are
embracing it with conspicuous success. Economies of scale are replaced
by ‘economies of scope’ – that is, the use by large plants of flexible 
manufacturing technologies to produce for several relatively small or
segmented markets (Perez 1985: 449). Accompanied by the judicious
use of subcontracting this can allow large firms to flourish in the new
environment (Pollert 1988b: 61; Sabel 1989: 31–40).

A good example is Benetton, the highly successful Italian clothing
company. Benetton is a family firm with 2,500 national and interna-
tional outlets (all of them franchised). Specially designed electronic cash
registers in these outlets constantly transmit on-line full data about sales
– type of article, colour, size, etc. This information is centrally received
and forms the basis for decisions about design and production. 
Benetton’s own main production facilities – employing about 1,500
workers – are complemented by a network of over 200 subcontractors.
These are small firms of 30–50 workers each, employing in all about
10,000 workers. These firms provide – at some cost to themselves –
additional flexibility of volume. It is said that through this integrated
system of flexible production Benetton has reduced the response time to
market changes to ten days (Perez 1985: 454; Wood 1989b: 24–5;
Murray 1989b: 57). Certainly Benetton is internationally famed for its
capacity to catch fashion on the wing, to gear its production precisely
to the changing styles of different subcultures and age groups.

The giant American computer firm IBM provides another good
example of how, in a different way, the large firm can adapt to the era
of flexible specialization. In the 1960s IBM tried, with its IBM 360, to
produce the complete standardized computer – ‘the Model T of the com-
puter industry’. It was meant to be a machine for everyone and every-
thing, a system complete in itself, a single product that would integrate
the whole market and open the way to the economies of mass produc-
tion. But by being a totally self-contained system, incorporating 
exclusively its own hardware and software, the 360 made it difficult to
attach or substitute foreign components, which increasingly came to

FORDISM AND POST-FORDISM 69

FPI4  8/17/2004  3:35 PM  Page 69



offer greater flexibility, efficiency or cheapness. Demand for the single,
integrated computer system fell; the mass market disintegrated. IBM’s
strategy for the 1980s, the era of the microcomputer, reflected this expe-
rience. Instead of supplying a self-contained system, IBM designed and
marketed its microcomputer so that all other producers could attach
their hardware and software to it.

IBM thus became not the manufacturer of a single integrated device but
rather the organizing center of a community of computer companies,
which collectively supplies the consumer with parts to build a customized
system. In this way it no longer attempts to define the final product . . .
Instead, IBM makes its mark by being the infrastructure of the home-
computer industry, rather than the industry itself. (Piore and Sabel 1984:
204)

This is clearly highly reminiscent of classic accounts of the industrial
district. IBM has been instrumental in creating a ‘mono-culture’ for the
computer industry, though not so much now on a local as on a global
plane. Self-limitation is the key to its success (it holds a healthy 20 per
cent share of the market). It has abandoned the effort to monopolize
the market, to saturate it with its products, and to achieve total verti-
cal and horizontal integration. It has let go, in other words, the ways
of classic mass production. Rather it has seen itself as a part – a pivotal
part – of a federation of companies, each contributing specialist prod-
ucts and services which can be combined in a variety of ways to suit the
specific needs of customers.

We can see, in fact, the beginnings of the erosion of the distinction
between small firms in an industrial district and large firms operating
in an environment that puts the premium on ‘disintegration’ and ‘dis-
organization’. Large firms now look to a future in which they will
increasingly appear as confederations of small firms, rather than as
large-scale, centralized, hierarchically-coordinated organizations of the
Taylorist kind. Such is the vision of a leading British industrialist, Sir
Adrian Cadbury:

We will want, in future, to break these organizations down into their sep-
arate business units and to give those units freedom to compete in their
particular markets. Large companies will become more like federations
of small enterprises – not because ‘small is beautiful’ but because big is
expensive and inflexible . . . I would expect tomorrow’s companies . . . to
concentrate on the core activities of their business, relying for everything
else on specialised suppliers who would compete for their custom.
(Quoted in Lash and Urry 1987: 106)
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It is not, therefore, just in the survival or revitalization of small firms
that post-Fordist developments can be discerned. At all levels of the
economy similar tendencies are appearing. Small firms in many cases
led the way, but big firms, at least in some countries, were not slow to
catch on. In Italy, the ‘First Italy’ of large plants has learnt from the
‘Third Italy’ of high-technology cottage industries and has been making
a successful come-back. In Germany it is the large firms that have 
taken the initiative towards reviving craft production, mainly through
a system of internal decentralization. So too in the United States the
(much slower) move towards flexible specialization has often occurred
within the larger rather than the smaller companies. Steel and chemi-
cals have been especially prominent here. The director of Polaroid’s spe-
ciality chemicals division describes his plant as a set of ‘giant test tubes,
arranged as in a huge laboratory to let you make whatever you want’
(quoted in Piore and Sabel, 1984: 212).

In the new environment, the most successful economies tend to be
those in which large and small firms do not see each other as rivals but
as partners. In Germany and Japan the large firms have for long existed
in co-partnership with a network of small firms that have maintained
older traditions of craft production. Large firms in these countries have
often encouraged and supported the small firm sector. In Japan it is the
large firms that have been the main producers of numerically controlled
general-purpose equipment that is easily programmed and suited to the
thousands of small and medium-sized shops that do much of the batch
production in metal-working. That many of these large firms themselves
depend upon small subcontractors in the making of the general-purpose
machines only shows how wrong it would be to regard post-Fordism
as merely a partial or peripheral phenomenon, affecting only minor or
dependent sectors of the economy (Piore and Sabel 1984: 217–20).

For all thinkers, flexible specialization has been at the heart of the
theory of post-Fordism. It combines the capability of the new technol-
ogy with the idea of a fundamental shift in the nature of the market in
late twentieth-century industrial society. For some, it points to the way
out of the global economic crisis of the 1970s and 1980s. In their much-
discussed book, The Second Industrial Divide, Michael Piore and
Charles Sabel argue that ‘we are living through a second industrial
divide’ in our time, a transition comparable to the first industrial divide
that saw the rise of mass production in the later nineteenth century
(Piore and Sabel 1984: 5, 251–80). The way ahead is not certain – 
alternative strategies are possible – but they see some real hope in the
current revival of craft production. Craft production, the suppressed
alternative to mass production and for long a minor current in its
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stream, is once more showing itself to be a real possibility. Its return in
more propitious circumstances could mean not just economic but social
and political gains.

The computer, Piore and Sabel claim, ‘is a machine that meets Marx’s
definition of an artisan tool: it is an instrument that responds to and
extends the productive capacities of the user’. Put to the purposes of
flexible specialization, it ‘restores human control over the production
process’ (Piore and Sabel 1984: 261). The advent of flexible specializa-
tion thus means greater involvement and enhanced work satisfaction for
the bulk of workers. Flexible specialization puts a premium on craft
skills, and it also depends on collaboration between all grades of
workers in the enterprise. Moreover, as in the industrial districts of the
Third Italy, it can also bring about a closer integration between eco-
nomic production and the general life of the local community. Deliber-
ately searching for the brightest prospect, Piore and Sabel speculate on
the revival of a ‘yeoman democracy’ in the west, a form of ‘collective
individualism’ that they see as the ‘political analogue’ of the ‘co-
operative competition’ that characterized craft production in the 
nineteenth century. ‘In the end, then, if we are right, the future refers to
the past’ (Piore and Sabel 1984: 306).

Other thinkers, while accepting the reality of flexible specialization,
are less sanguine about its impact. For Scott Lash and John Urry, the
crisis of mass production is central to what they call ‘the end of orga-
nized capitalism’. Capitalism, they argue, achieved an ‘organized’ state
in most western societies in the period from the 1870s to the Second
World War. Organized capitalism – which follows ‘liberal capitalism’ –
consisted of some familiar features of industrial society: the concentra-
tion, centralization and regulation of economic enterprises within the
framework of the nation state; mass production along Fordist and 
Taylorist lines; a corporatist pattern of industrial relations; geographi-
cal and spatial concentration of people and production in industrial
towns; cultural modernism.

‘Disorganized capitalism’, a still continuing process whose onset
varied in different countries but which essentially started in the 1960s,
reverses or modifies many of these central features. The development 
of an integrated world market has led to a de-cartelization and de-
concentration of capital, as seen from the perspective of the nation state.
Flexible specialization and flexible forms of work organization increas-
ingly displace mass production. The mass industrial working class 
contracts and fragments, leading to a decline of class politics and the
dissolution of the national corporatist system of industrial relations. A
distinctive service class, originally an effect of organized capitalism, in
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its later development becomes a source of new values and new social
movements that increasingly disorganize capitalism. Industrial de-
concentration is accompanied by spatial de-concentration, as people and
work move out of the older industrial cities and regions and as pro-
duction is decentralized and dispersed globally (‘de-industrialization’),
much of it to the Third World. Pluralism and fragmentation increase in
all spheres of society. The culture of post-modernism replaces that of
modernism (Lash and Urry 1987: 3–7, 300–13; see also Offe 1985; Lash
and Urry 1994).

‘Disorganized capitalism’ evidently takes in rather more than the 
flexible specialization that is the main plank of Piore and Sabel’s theory.
Moreover, despite its name it is not meant to suggest a system in a 
state of dissolution, or even necessarily of disorder. Disorganized capi-
talism, unfortunate as the choice of term might be, is simply counter-
posed to organized capitalism; it is a new phase of capitalism, a
systematic process of restructuring in the face of new circumstances
(Lash and Urry, 1987: 8). It is unstable, but that has been the condition
of capitalism for most of its existence. We might even say, with 
Marx, that that has been capitalism’s very principle (Berman 1983;
Kumar 1988b). The chief novelty, according to Lash and Urry, is the
demise – forever? – of the (putative) working-class project to reshape
history.

It once appeared that a whole set of economic, spatial and social devel-
opments in organized capitalism were propelling the working class for-
wards: it was on the side of history, it represented the ‘modern’; it was
interconnected with the forces which would reorganize society so as to
realize some at least of this class’s potential causal powers . . . What our
claim amounts to is that such a possibility has in a number of specific
western societies disappeared. Time cannot be set in reverse, the moment
has passed. The power of a mass industrial working class to shape society
in its own image are [sic.] for the foreseeable future profoundly weak-
ened. (Lash and Urry 1987: 310–11; see also Murray 1988)

Unlike André Gorz, however, Lash and Urry do not wish to say
‘goodbye to the working class’ (Gorz 1982). They can envisage a future
in which different sections of the working class will make common cause
with sections of the service class in the new social movements, many of
which will be locality-based or will express ‘radical-democratic’ rather
than class-struggle ideologies. Much of the impetus to the new move-
ments will come from post-modern culture which, although it has its
negative and reactionary side, is also ‘antihierarchical and consistent
with principles of radical democracy’. It has the potentiality not simply
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to disintegrate older modes of individual and collective identity but also
to reconstitute new ones. Above all, disorganized capitalism expresses
capitalism’s inherent instability and restlessness in a more extreme form
than ever before, and so points to qualitative changes of culture and
politics in the future.

The world of a ‘disorganized capitalism’ is one in which the ‘fixed, fast-
frozen relations’ of organized capitalist relations have been swept away.
Societies are being transformed from above, from below, and from within.
All that is solid about organized capitalism, class, industry, cities, collec-
tivity, nation-state, even the world, melts into air. (Lash and Urry 1987:
312–13)

‘New Times’

Before we decide what reality this flight of rhetoric might reflect, we
should consider one further general view of current changes. Post-
Fordist theories – following in the footsteps of Antonio Gramsci’s influ-
ential treatment of Fordism in the Prison Notebooks – usually have a
left-wing provenance. They are attempts by radical theorists to come to
terms with what are seen as fundamental and far-reaching changes in
the nature of contemporary capitalism. Many thinkers remain hopeful
that, despite what these changes might suggest about capitalism’s 
capacity to renew itself, there may still be some scope for the realiza-
tion of socialist aims, as historically conceived. But a basic ambivalence
remains. Post-Fordist capitalism is still, after all, capitalism. It is driven
as insistently as ever before by the motor of the accumulation process.
The restructuring implicit in post-Fordism is intended to strengthen, not
weaken, capitalism. There may be some unexpected bonuses for radi-
cals – the revival of craft skills, a service class not necessarily wedded
to capitalism and willing to challenge it at certain points – but these
clearly have to be assessed in the context of a global economic system
whose outstanding feature is dominance by transnational corporations
of unprecedented wealth and power.

This ambivalence is most acutely to be felt in the variety of post-
Fordist theory presented by British Marxists under the banner of ‘New
Times’. First stated in a series of articles in the journal Marxism Today,
the perspective was later substantially adopted by the executive com-
mittee of the British Communist Party and published by them as The
Manifesto for New Times (June 1989). Subsequently many of the orig-
inal articles, accompanied by extracts from the Manifesto and together

74 FORDISM AND POST-FORDISM

FPI4  8/17/2004  3:35 PM  Page 74



with critical responses, were brought together in a book, New Times
(Hall and Jacques 1989a).

Gramsci, in his ‘Americanism and Fordism’ (c. 1931), had defined
Fordism in the broadest possible terms. Fordism had introduced a new
epoch in capitalist civilization. It marked the passage to a ‘planned
economy’. But it was not just production that was planned, it was also
the person. Fordism did not stop at the factory gates but invaded the
home and the most private and intimate spheres of the worker’s life.3

The aim was the creation of ‘a new type of worker and of man’. Fordism
meant the assembly line, but it also mean Prohibition and ‘puritanism’,
the attempt to regulate the sexual and familial life of the worker along
with his work life. ‘The new methods of work,’ said Gramsci, ‘are 
inseparable from a specific mode of living and of thinking and feeling’
(Gramsci 1971: 302).

Post-Fordists of the ‘New Times’ school have been similarly wide-
ranging in their accounts of the new times. As with other post-Fordists,
they single out flexible specialization as the force that is ‘orchestrating
and driving on the evolution of the new world.’ But in the spirit of
Gramsci they argue that ‘diversity, differentiation and fragmentation’ –
the hallmarks of post-Fordism – are replacing ‘homogeneity, standard-
ization and the economies and organizations of scale’ in more than
simply the economic sphere.

Just as Fordism represented, not simply a form of economic organization
but a whole culture . . . so post-Fordism is also shorthand for a much
wider and deeper social and cultural development . . . The transition,
then, is epochal – not in the sense of the classic transition from feudal-
ism to capitalism, but as fundamental and far-reaching as, say, the tran-
sition in the closing stages of the 19th century from the ‘entrepreneurial’
to the advanced or organised stage within capitalism. (Hall and Jacques
1989b: 12)

As these quotations suggest, the New Times theorists agree with
much of the analysis that we have already considered in the works of
Piore and Sabel and Lash and Urry (whose writings they freely draw
upon). For the New Times thinkers, too, the Italian experience has a
special significance. Likewise they also stress the importance of the new
information technology. What distinguishes the New Times approach –
reflecting perhaps the more decidedly Marxist orientation of this group
– is the breadth of its analysis and the more schematic nature of its pre-
sentation. It binds, within its opposition of Fordism and post-Fordism,
elements of politics and culture together with changes in work and 
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organization, and in production and consumption. In Marxist terms, its
concern is as much with the reproduction of the social relations of pro-
duction as with the system of production itself. This means it has drawn
attention to changes in education and socialization, to a new role for
the state, to the restructuring of the mass media in the information
industries, and to new forms and patterns of consumption and consumer
behaviour.

Various attempts have been made to express schematically the 
differences between Fordism and post-Fordism, in all their various
dimensions (see, for example, Harvey 1989: 174–9; Rustin 1989: 56–7).
Put simply, the changes are generally said to be as follows.

In the economy: the rise of a global market and of global corpora-
tions, and the decline of national enterprises and the nation state as 
the effective units of production and regulation; flexible specialization
and the dispersal and decentralization of production, replacing mass 
marketing and mass production; flatter hierarchies and an emphasis on
communication rather than command in organizations; vertical and
horizontal disintegration, and an increase in subcontracting, franchis-
ing, internal marketing within firms, and the hiving-off of functions; rise
in the number of flexi-time, part-time, temporary, self-employed and
home workers.

In politics and industrial relations: the fragmentation of social classes,
the decline of national class-based political parties and class voting, and
the rise of social movements and ‘networks’ based on region, race or
gender or on single-issue politics (for example, the anti-nuclear move-
ment); ‘peripheral’, sub- and supra-national movements; the decline of
mass unions and centralized wage bargaining and the rise of localized,
plant-based bargaining; a labour force divided into core and periphery;
the end of the class compromise of corporatism; the break-up of stan-
dardized, collectivist welfare provision, and the rise of consumer choice
and private provision in welfare.

In culture and ideology: the rise and promotion of individualist
modes of thought and behaviour; a culture of entrepreneurialism; 
the end of universalism and standardization in education, and the rise
of modularity and pupil- and parent-choice; fragmentation and plura-
lism in values and life-styles; post-modernist eclecticism, and populist
approaches to culture; privatization in domestic life and leisure pursuits.

New Times theorists admit that post-Fordist changes have benefited
the Right more than the Left; or, at least, that the Right has been quicker
to capitalize on the changes than the Left. Reaganism and Thatcherism
have been the principal beneficiaries of post-Fordist developments. Left-
wing thinkers and parties have been slow to throw off the heritage of
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theories and policies conceived within the framework of national, 
organized capitalism. The Keynes-Beveridge managerial/welfare state
has been for them the premise of all their thinking about the future;
they have found themselves floundering when the ideas and institutions
that underpinned that system have crumbled. ‘The shadow of Fordism
haunts us even in the terms in which we oppose it’ (Murray 1989a: 42).
‘We do not yet . . . speak the language of the future’ (Manifesto for New
Times 1989: 4).

Especially acute is the crisis for socialists in eastern Europe, as soci-
eties there throw off their own kind of Fordist heritage. ‘Soviet-type
planning,’ Robin Murray reminds us, ‘is the apogee of Fordism. Lenin
embraced Taylor and the stopwatch. Soviet industrialization was
centred on the construction of giant plants, the majority of them based
on western mass-production technology’ (Murray 1989a: 41). Now that
system is being destroyed by its very fidelity to Fordism. ‘Its statist and
inflexible social, economic and political forms have been undermined,
not only in competition with the west, but by its own species of Fordism
– an obsession with quantity, the centralised plan, the masses, the sup-
pression of variety, and the suffocating grip of centralism and authori-
tarianism’ (Hall and Jacques 1989b: 16).

Nevertheless New Times theorists have accepted the challenge of
post-Fordism – even if largely in the Carlylean spirit of ‘you’d better’.
They refuse to give way to pessimism in the face of the failure of certain
historical outcomes as classically predicted by Marxism. The word has
changed, but that is what any good Marxist should have expected. 
Capitalism remains in place, is indeed, in its global phase, more deeply
entrenched than ever before; but in both east and west new opportuni-
ties for challenging it are opening up. A marked feature of the New
Times, say Hall and Jacques, is ‘the proliferation of the sites of antag-
onism and resistance, and the appearance of new subjects, new social
movements, new collective identities – an enlarged sphere for the opera-
tion of politics, and new constituencies for change’ (Hall and Jacques
1989b: 17). The Manifesto gives, as examples from Britain, the Green
movement, ‘local campaigns’ on such matters as health services, trans-
port, and food hygiene, and ‘anti-inequality campaigns’ over the poll
tax and in defence of child benefit (Manifesto for New Times, 1989:
27). Others have championed social movements structured around the
‘collective identities’ of gender, sexuality and race, or strategies designed
to foster a culture of ‘socialist individualism’ around the concept of citi-
zenship (Brunt 1989; Leadbeater 1989; Weeks 1989).

According to many New Times theorists, globalization itself – the
source of so many of the changes leading to post-Fordism – should be
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seen as an opportunity as much as a threat. Globalization lifts politics
and culture above the parochial level of the nation state, and suggests
new connections and interdependencies between all the peoples of the
world. It makes possible alliances between First, Second and Third
World movements to an extent impossible in earlier phases of capital-
ism. And it is not just the relationship between peoples of the world
that New Times presses us to renegotiate. New Times also demands ‘a
new conception of the relationship between the human race and the
planet earth. Globalization suggests interdependence and cooperation
on a new scale and in new forms, not simply competition based on
narrow national and economic interests. New Times, in short, is about
making a new world’ (Hall and Jacques 1989b: 20; see also Manifesto
for New Times 1989: 27–8).

New Times, Old Story?

It would be easy to condemn post-Fordism, especially in its New Times
form, as a ‘Thatcherism (or Reaganism) of the Left’. It has been accused
of promoting ‘designer socialism’, of being, indeed, ‘the socialism of
designers’, a vision of the future as it looks to the new service class 
based in the media, the universities and the information technology
industries (Rustin 1989: 63). The language it uses, the language of 
individualism, choice and diversity, can be said to pay excessive homage
to the vocabulary of the New Right. When a New Times theorist 
speaks of ‘consuming as a source of power and pleasure’, and of ‘the
hyper-eroticization of a visit to the shops’ (Mort 1989: 161–2), it is 
difficult not to feel that even where the language is used ironically 
there has been a considerable shift towards the perspective of the 
Left’s traditional antagonists.4 ‘For socialists,’ as Michael Rustin 
says, ‘there has to be more to life than shopping . . .’ (Rustin 1989: 
68).5

More serious is the accusation that not only have some sections of
the Left conceded too much to the New Right, they have failed to see
that the principal elements of what they embrace are precisely the source
of the current strength of the Right and the basis of its repeated elec-
toral success. ‘Thatcherism,’ says Rustin, ‘may be understood as a strat-
egy of post-Fordism initiated from the perspective of the right. That is
to say, a determined attempt to use the advantages of new technology,
mobility of capital and labour, the centrality of consumption, and more
decentralized forms of organization, to strengthen capital and to attack
the corporate structures of labour’ (Rustin 1989: 75).

78 FORDISM AND POST-FORDISM

FPI4  8/17/2004  3:35 PM  Page 78



Other critics have observed that one of the key components of post-
Fordist analysis, the break up of mass production and of the mass
homogeneous working class formed around it, provides the central
building block of New Right strategy. The New Right has seized the
opportunity of a divided work-force to make inroads into the working
class, the old heartland of the Left.

The post-Fordist division of the work-force between a skill-flexible core
and a time-flexible periphery, which is now replacing the old manual/non-
manual distinction, underlies a shift from the post-war vision of a one-
nation mass consumption system to a two-nations model based on the
affluent flexible worker plus a social security state. whereas the Labour
Party, qua social democratic, could gain from the Fordist system with its
Keynesian welfare state politics, it is the Conservative Party which is pio-
neering the transition to post-Fordism and identifying itself with the class
interests of workers at its core. (Jessop et al. 1987: 109–10)

This is, as it were, the complaint of the old Left against the New.
There is, however, another variety of contemporary left-wing thinking
which, like the New Times group, accepts that there is a crisis of
Fordism but sees its resolution in different terms. The so-called ‘Regu-
lation School’ of French theorists do not see, not yet at any rate, a
passage into a potentially hopeful post-Fordist society. What others
characterize as post-Fordist they rather regard as ‘neo-Fordist’ strategies
designed to enable capitalism to overcome its current crisis.

The Regulationists – chief among whom are Michel Aglietta, Robert
Boyer and Alain Lipietz – see the history of capitalism as marked by
successive ‘modes of development’ in which a particular ‘regime of accu-
mulation’ is guided by a particular ‘mode of regulation’. That is to say,
at any given time the capitalist’s efforts to extract surplus-value at an
increasing rate is dependent on the particular constellation of class
forces – especially in the work-place – and the institutional arrange-
ments governing relations between firms and between capital and
labour. In the nineteenth century, effective craft control on the shop floor
and largely unregulated competition between a multitude of firms made
for a regime of accumulation that was marked by ‘extensive’ growth: 
a form of growth largely dependent not on technical innovation or
increases in productivity but on large reserves of cheap labour and
simple geographical expansion of the system.

With the advent of scientific management (Taylorism) and the auto-
mated factory (Fordism) in the 1920s – and ‘Fordism is nothing more
than Taylorism plus mechanization’ – a new regime of accumulation
and a new mode of regulation supervened. The regime of accumulation
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was now characterized by ‘intensive’ growth: that is, growth came pre-
dominantly through investment in fixed capital embodying technical
advance. This created the potential both for regular increases in pro-
ductivity and for mass consumption. The new mode of regulation was
slower to develop – it needed the slump and social upheaval of the 1930s
to speed it on – but it was more or less established throughout the indus-
trial world following the Second World War. As opposed to the com-
petitive mode of the nineteenth century, it can be called the monopoly
mode (similar to the ‘organized capitalism’ of Scott and Urry). Its basis
was the scientific management of organizations, oligopolistic price
arrangements between firms, and the determination of wages and levels
of consumption through a complex system of employer-labour and 
governmental institutions (Keynesian fiscal policies buttressed by the
welfare state).

It is this Taylorist-Fordist mode of development – responsible for the
great postwar boom and prevalent until the late 1960s – that is now,
according to the Regulationists, in crisis. It has exhausted its potential
for growth. This is shown especially in declining productivity, as 
Taylorist-Fordist intensifications of the labour process bring diminish-
ing returns, partly through increased worker alienation and resistance.
Since the late 1960s there has been a sharp fall in the rate of profit
throughout the capitalist world.

The Regulationists’ own solution to the crisis, as they interpret it, is
a return, in a more explicit and thoroughgoing way, to the ‘class com-
promise’ (or ‘social contract’) of the post-war era that made possible
the period of sustained growth. In present conditions this would involve,
they accept, nothing less than an anti-Taylorist, post-Fordist revolution.
Workers would be made formal participants in decision-making; their
commitment to the system would be sought by enriched forms of work
and guarantees of job security and welfare benefits. This would break
the current blockage on increased productivity, and both capital and
labour would benefit from a faster growing economy.

Instead, according to the Regulationists, what has happened is the
attempt by capital to resolve the crisis by establishing a system of ‘global
Fordism’. This has taken the form of a series of ‘neo-Fordist’ strategies.
Production has been decentralized, not simply nationally but interna-
tionally, by removing it to the cheap-wage regions of the world – the
newly industrializing countries of East Asia and South America, and
certain parts of southern Europe. The central control and research func-
tions meanwhile remain in the metropolises of the advanced industrial
countries. Flexible specialization and devolved management have also
been employed as part of a strategy to lessen the burdens of firms and
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to bypass or break strong labour organizations. So ‘post-Fordist’ ele-
ments in the First World co-exist alongside classic Fordism and ‘periph-
eral Fordism’ in the Third World. Actually there are not three worlds
(especially after the collapse of state socialism in eastern Europe); there
are only segments of a global capitalist system trying to maintain its
dynamism in a period of crisis.6

The Regulation theorists have their own shortcomings – among other
things, an overestimation of the ‘Taylorist-Fordist watershed’ in capi-
talist development – but in their account of the contemporary world
there is much that is convincing. Above all they allow us to consider
many allegedly post-Fordist developments in a new light. Unlike many
of the old Left they do not dismiss the changes as merely superficial vari-
ations on an old theme. Something new is afoot, even if it does not bear
the interpretation of many of the more optimistic adherents of the post-
Fordist idea. The new features demand a framework of understanding
that is cast on the widest possible (world) plane, not narrowly focused
on the advanced industrial nations. In that light much that appears post-
Fordist can be shown to carry the stamp of a system of production that
remains substantially Fordist, even though it is under considerable strain
– and, according to the Regulationists, in its global form ultimately bur-
dened by the same contradictions that afflicted classic Fordism.

The Regulationist critique chimes in well with the general charge
made against post-Fordist theory: namely, that it mistakes effects for
causes, that what it sees as the primary facts are derivative or depen-
dent products of less visible processes. Post-Fordism has for instance
made much of the rise or revival of localism and particularism, the cul-
tivation of identity through attachment to place and to local cultures
and traditions. It not merely picks out but celebrates the ethnic revival,
the rise of ‘peripheral nationalisms’, the struggles to conserve local ways
and local histories.

But to what extent are localism and pluralism autonomous phenom-
ena, the self-willed responses of individuals to mass production and
mass centralized politics? To what extent are they rather the conse-
quences and outcomes of far-reaching changes in the strategies of
transnational corporations seeking to make the most effective mix of
economies of scale and scope? The cultivation of local differences, the
celebration of ethnicity, and the stimulation of consumer preference for
a variety of exotic, ‘authentic’ cultural objects and experiences, make
good sense to ‘flexible transnationalists’ in search of new market niches
to exploit (Robins 1989; Harvey 1989: 141–97). The global standardi-
zation of Dallas and McDonald’s can co-exist quite happily with the
artificial diversity of Disneyland and the manufactured localism of the
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heritage industry. All are of course big business, among the biggest and
fastest growing today. Again, this is not the whole story, as we shall see
when we consider the phenomenon again under the heading of post-
modernism. But at the very least it forces us to acknowledge in ‘local-
ism’ and ‘diversity’ a motive and a force not very different from those
that have propelled capitalism for most of its history.

This is part of a familiar argument – we have met it already with the
idea of the information society – and it may be as well to list here some
of the detailed criticisms that have been made of the post-Fordist theo-
rists. There is, firstly, the importance attached to the Third Italy in post-
Fordist accounts. The Third Italy, many writers allege, is historically and
culturally unique. Its pattern of industrial districts makes it untypical
not just in the case of Italy but in the industrial world as a whole. The
same is true of the other examples of industrial districts that feature so
prominently in the post-Fordist literature: Route 128 and Silicon Valley
in the United States, the Cambridge-Reading-Bristol complex in Britain,
Oyonnax in France, Baden-Württemberg in Germany, and several
regions in Japan, such as the industrial district of Sakaki (Sabel 1989:
22–31). These are not only very different from each other but represent
distinct economic tendencies – from the persistence of pre-industrial
craft traditions (for example, Baden-Württemberg) to the rise of new
high-technology complexes (for example, Silicon Valley) and the prac-
tice of sub-contracting (for example, Japan). Industrial districts have
always been a part – but only a part – of industrial production. Their
survival or re-emergence in several places does not, as such, make them
the harbingers of a new world. The post-Fordists, on this view, have
taken a motley crop of isolated examples from across the world and
bundled them together into a composite but highly misleading picture
of a general world-wide phenomenon (Murray 1987: 92–3; Sayer 1989:
672; Clarke 1990: 80; Amin and Robins 1990: 195–207; Amin 1991:
136–7).

Then there is ‘flexible specialization’ and the ‘flexible firm’, the heart
of the post-Fordist analysis of economic change. This envisages the divi-
sion of the work-force into a ‘core’ of multi-skilled craft-type workers,
permitting ‘functional flexibility’ of tasks and products, and a ‘periph-
ery’ of casually-employed, relatively unskilled workers, permitting
‘numerical flexibility’ in the labour market. This, say the critics, is not
happening on any great scale, and certainly not in anything like the
terms suggested by the post-Fordists. It is not in fact occurring very
much in ‘leading edge’ manufacturing firms – those highlighted by post-
Fordist theorists – but, in so far as it is happening, rather in service
industries and in public sector employment. Moreover it affects not so
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much men – the focus of the post-Fordist Proudhonian vision of the
resurgence of the independent craft worker – as women, together with
other traditionally weak groups such as ethnic minorities, migrant
workers, and young people. In other words, the rise of flexibility, to the
extent that it is a reality, is not the sign of some new principle of work
and organization but a continuation of traditional patterns of labour
market segmentation by gender, race and age. These have been adapted
to sectoral changes in the economy – the move from manufacturing to
services – and intensified by government policies, such as those designed
to deal with youth unemployment. Thus for instance women workers,
who were the mainstay of the mass production industries of the 1930s
– men were always a minority in the mass assembly-line system of pro-
duction – became the insecurely-employed and low-skilled (‘numerically
flexible’) service workers of the 1970s and 1980s (Pollert 1988a, 1988b,
1991b; Hakim 1988: 610; Jensen 1989; Walby 1989; Lovering 1990;
Hyman 1991).

The most fundamental charge against the post-Fordists is that they
have mythologized Fordism itself. They have merged Taylorism and
Fordism, identified both with mass production, and assumed the dom-
inance of this unified formation in the industrial systems of the advanced
economies in the first half of the twentieth century. Now, post-Fordists
argue, mass production industries have run up against a wall; Taylorist
methods of work organization have met with increasing resistance from
workers; and new kinds of industries, based on the principles of flexi-
bility and local production, are emerging to challenge the old mass cen-
tralized forms. A new system is coming into being, sufficiently different
in kind from the old to warrant the name ‘post-Fordist’. Its birth-pangs
are evident not only in the industrial system itself, narrowly defined, but
in wide-ranging changes in politics, culture and social institutions.

But, respond the critics, this model collapses at virtually every impor-
tant point. Taylorism is a different thing from Fordism; it was and is
capable of application not just to mass production but to small- and
medium-batch production. It can even be applied to the new forms of
teamworking in supposedly ‘post-Fordist’ enterprises. Mass production,
whatever its strategic importance in the economy, was never, nor could
it be, the dominant form of industrial production. Small firms and ‘craft
production’ – not of course necessarily the same thing – always 
persisted alongside mass production, as had been the case since the
Industrial Revolution; they performed then as now not vestigial but
indispensable functions. There is no revival or renaissance of these
forms, merely continuation. The opposition, ‘mass production versus
flexible specialization’, is false: even the car industry, supposedly the
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very type of mass production, employs both methods. The assembly-
line itself, the very symbol of Fordism, was never present in more than
a minority of plants in the advanced economies (Williams et al. 1987,
1992; Sayer 1989; Wood 1989b; Thompson 1989: 218–29; Clarke
1990a, 1990b).

The most serious criticism argues that the post-Fordists mistake the
very nature of the Fordist revolution. They fail to see that what they
call ‘the crisis of Fordism’ and its resolution into post-Fordist forms are
in fact part of a continuing evolution – or rather, part of the ‘perma-
nent revolution’ that is Fordism. Fordism cannot simply be equated with
‘inflexibility’, the assembly-line, and mass production. As Simon Clarke,
following Gramsci, emphasizes, Fordism was not just a new technol-
ogy; it was the systematic application of new techniques – social as well
as scientific in the technical sense – to the organization of production
in all its spheres, including the regulation of the relation between man-
agement and workers. In this sense it continued the basic drive of the
Industrial Revolution: ‘it marked the culmination of the penetration of
capital into production, which means that Fordism is synonymous with
capitalist production as such’ (Clarke 1990a: 80).

Far from giving rise to ‘inflexibility’, the principles of Fordism have
proved applicable in ‘an extraordinarily wide range of technical con-
texts’. What Henry Ford actually introduced was flexibility in mass pro-
duction, hence paving the way for constant technological dynamism 
and maximum adaptability of production methods. The fact that Ford
himself was, in the 1930s, the victim of his own revolution did not
prevent further conquests by Fordism under new leaders, for instance
Albert Sloan of General Motors. And this has been the case ever since:
Fordism has manifested itself in a number of technological and organi-
zational guises. What has been hailed as ‘neo-Fordist’ or ‘post-Fordist’
is merely the latest, and is unlikely to be the last.

The Fordist sociological project is not a static one, but must develop as
it confronts obstacles to its resolution. This means that there cannot be
one Fordist project, but a range of them, some of which may prove tem-
porarily more successful than others, but none of which can ever be fully
realized. (Clarke 1990a: 81)7

Clarke remarks on the latest twist: ‘Just as competitive pressures from
new, more highly developed and more flexible forms of Fordism soon
forced Ford to introduce Pinkerton’s men and the Service Department,
so the flexible specialists and niche marketeers are already coming under
pressure from competitors who have managed to reconcile economies
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of scope with economies of scale’ (1990a: 98). We have already noted
that there is no intrinsic reason why, faced with the challenge of new
small companies exploiting the new technology and changes in con-
sumer taste, the older bigger firms should not sooner or later also avail
themselves of the new opportunities. And that is precisely what has 
been happening. Olivetti and Xerox are simply two of the best-known
cases where large companies have gone in for flexible specialization – 
involving decentralized production and devolved managerial responsi-
bility – on a significant scale (Sabel 1989: 36).8 In Britain, niche 
pioneers such as Sock Shop and Tie Rack have collapsed spectacularly
as large clothing retailers such as Marks and Spencer have adapted
themselves to the market for more individualized and differentiated
products (Pollert 1991b: 19). A similar story relates to the food indus-
try, where the large producers and retailers have pursued a two-pronged
strategy of the ‘globalization of tastes’ together with the provision of
specialized ‘exotic’ foods from all over the world. McDonald’s on the
one hand; Foods of All Nations on the other (Smith 1991: 151–6).

The involvement of large firms in flexible specialization is not in itself
a riposte to the post-Fordists. Piore and Sabel, as we have seen, have
been happy to regard this development as, if anything, strengthening
their view of a general world-wide move towards post-Fordism (Piore
and Sabel 1984: 194–220; Sabel 1989). But certainly it suggests, as
Clarke indicates, a continuity of purpose and outlook that casts doubt
on the idea of a fundamentally new departure, a ‘second divide’, in the
evolution of industrial societies. ‘Fordism’, it might seem, is still ade-
quate to the task of accounting for these developments in the large firms.

We can return, in this context, to the example of the giant clothing
firm, Benetton. Benetton has, for some post-Fordists, been almost the
banner company of post-Fordist practice (see, for example, Murray
1989b). But it is an extremely ambiguous case. It undoubtedly pros-
pered on the basis of flexible specialization, and in its origins has much
of the Third Italy character about it. But it has now grown to such a
size that it fits awkwardly – especially in the context of the Third Italy
– into the model of interlinked small firms in an industrial district. In
the 1980s Benetton became a huge multinational operation. It domi-
nated its ‘artisanal’ subcontractors at home and its franchised retail
outlets abroad. By 1990 it was said to open a new store somewhere in
the world every day of the year. In a new move, it had also begun to
open factories outside Italy, with different locations specializing in the
production of one or more types of product. It did so for the familiar
reason of taking advantage of cheaper labour costs outside Italy. 
Benetton hence came ever closer to the ‘world car model’ that is the
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very antithesis of the post-Fordist concept.9 As Stephen Wood says, this
raises many questions not just about Benetton but the whole theory
reared on the opposition of mass production and flexible specialization.

Ought we not to be emphasizing the similarities between the strategies of
Benetton and the leading car companies: the globalization, increased
automation, adaptation of just-in-time procedures and the intensified use
of the computer for design, production and stock control? Benetton’s
development and dominance of a network of suppliers seems little dif-
ferent from that used by Japanese car firms, and its competitors have been
considering ways of emulating it in the 1980s. Is the Benetton Economy
. . . a world of flexible specialization or Japanese-led revitalized Fordism?
(Wood 1989b: 25)

Which brings us neatly to Japan itself: like Benetton, a frequently-
cited example of post-Fordist development and yet, also like Benetton,
highly ambiguous. Sabel himself has called the Japanese model, with its
decentralized production but centralized control, a case of ‘flexible mass
production’. He nevertheless believes that large Japanese corporations
are ‘adopting the organizational forms of the more decentralized large
corporation’ of the west. They are going in for ‘quasi-disintegration’,
which will bring them closer to the post-Fordist model (1989: 38–9).

But for many commentators Japan, far from indicating the road to
post-Fordism, is the most conspicuously successful example of the alter-
native to post-Fordism: a case perhaps of ‘revitalized Fordism’, but also
perhaps of something quite different from any western system. For
Andrew Sayer, Japan fits neither the model of Fordism nor of post-
Fordism. He employs Ronald Dore’s formula of ‘flexible rigidities’ to
describe an industrial system marked by an exceptionally high degree
of organization coupled with an equally high degree of ‘vertical disin-
tegration’ (58 per cent of Japanese workers are in firms of less than 100
employees and 30 per cent in firms of only 1–4 employees). In Japan,
vertical disintegration and mass production go hand in hand; sub-
contractors often do the same kind of routine, repetitive work associ-
ated with mass production in the west. So, concludes Sayer:

while the organizational forms of Japanese capital do have some things
in common with flexible specialization, they also have characteristics
which call into question not only the nature of ‘flexibility’, but also the
central contrast between the alleged decline of mass production and rise
of small-batch production, and the implicit association between vertical
integration and mass production. (Sayer 1989: 691; see also Sayer and
Walker 1992: 212–21)
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‘Whatever the conditions of mass production in the West it is alive
and well in Japan’ (Sayer 1989: 666). Wood too notes that ‘most of the
products associated with the ascendancy of Japan in world trade are
classic mass-produced goods, such as cameras, transistors, televisions
and cars, and Japan more than any other country has opened up the
markets for such new mass products as videos and cassette players’
(1989b: 32). Moreover Japanese management has, without abandoning
its commitment to mass production, been able to tackle many of the
problems associated with Taylorist work organization: by such well-
known schemes of worker involvement as quality circles, and by adopt-
ing generally paternalistic attitudes not just towards their own workers
but also towards their regular suppliers. ‘This has “turned on their
head” many of the features of Taylorism as conventionally practised,
but not necessarily the fundamental principles of Fordism’ (Wood
1989b: 33).

Continuity and Change

It may seem, after all this, that there is not much left of the theory of
post-Fordism. Plus ça change – as the titles of so many of the critical
contributions proclaim. Fordism itself can be made to disintegrate into
a series of discrete innovations which do not necessarily add up to a
coherent, sweeping set of changes – a new ‘regime of accumulation’, a
Fordist ‘revolution’. And if there was no Fordist revolution, the idea of
a post-Fordist revolution must appear equally suspect. There were
changes in the 1920s – the introduction of the assembly line, the appli-
cation of Taylorism in various branches of industry. Similarly there have
been changes in the 1970s and 1980s – a move towards more cus-
tomized production, a splintering of the labour force, a degree of dis-
integration of organization and decentralization of production. Both
sets of changes are important; neither marks a fundamental break in the
order of capitalist industrialism. All can be seen as expressions of the
technological dynamism and the constant revolutionizing of production
that were inherent in the Industrial Revolution from the outset. Where
novel features have appeared these can mostly be attributed to the
growing internationalization and globalization of production that, once
more, have been implicit in capitalism from its very inception (Sklair
1991; see also Amin and Robins 1990: 207–13; Hyman 1991: 266).

The danger, as with the criticism of the idea of the information
society, is to harp too much on the theme of continuity and to refuse to
acknowledge that new things are afoot. At the very least we should
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protest again at the comprehensiveness of the category of ‘capitalism’
or even ‘industrialism’, and to insist that changes ‘within the system’ –
when was there a change of the system? – should not be treated as
trivial. In any case, changes within the system, if they continue, pre-
sumably modulate at some point into changes of the system. They may
not at any one time be sufficiently widespread or obvious to give the
appearance of a fundamental shift of principle, the rise of a new ‘para-
digm’ in economic and social life.10 We should imagine what common-
sense observers might have made of the new cotton factories that
appeared in the north of England early in the nineteenth century. In a
world still predominantly agricultural and artisanal, it might have
appeared absurd – to all but a handful of prophets such as Saint-Simon
and Robert Owen – to see these as the harbingers of an industrial rev-
olution that would transform not just England but the world.

It is too early to judge post-Fordist developments in those epochal
terms. But another aspect of the parallel may be more immediately
important. The Industrial Revolution, as became increasingly clear, was
not just about changes in the economy but gradually affected every
sphere of social life. The industrialization of production was ultimately
followed by the industrialization of the mind.

Post-Fordism, whatever our assessment of its persuasiveness, simi-
larly makes claims going well beyond the economic. The narrowness of
the criticism that centres almost exclusively on ‘flexible specialization’
ignores this. It is one of the virtues of the ‘New Times’ group to have
made bold extrapolations and imaginative leaps of thought from con-
temporary developments. Flexible specialization may be the heart of the
changes taking place – or it may be itself the symptom of wider changes.
In neither case can it be considered by itself. The change in working life
for a considerable number of people – and few of the critics deny that
this is affecting strategic groups of professionals and several other cat-
egories of service workers (see, for example, Lovering 1990) – chimes
in with other changes in family life, leisure, culture and politics.

It may be that some post-Fordists interpret these changes too opti-
mistically, as extensions of freedom and creativity. For their critics, to
the extent that they are occurring they are bringing in new varieties of
exploitation and unfreedom. We shall leave it to the final chapter to
assess these claims. The important thing to stress here is the need to
consider the changes together. It is unlikely, on past experience, that they
are occurring independently of one another. Moreover, it is just as pos-
sible that changes in culture and politics are pushing on changes in the
economy as the other way round – or, at least, that the causal connec-
tions are two-way.
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It is one of the impressive – as well as problematic – features of the
theory of post-modernity that it takes on the whole world of change.
As well as its own characteristic contribution it touches on many of the
kinds of changes that we have been considering in the last two chap-
ters. In dealing with it therefore we can look again, from a different
angle, at some of the questions that have arisen in connection with those
changes.

FORDISM AND POST-FORDISM 89

FPI4  8/17/2004  3:35 PM  Page 89



5

Modernity and Post-Modernity (I):
The Idea of the Modern

Apart from some earlier attempts, it has been reserved in the main for our epoch to vindi-
cate, at least in theory, the human ownership of treasures formerly squandered on heaven;
but what age will have the strength to validate this right in practice and make itself their 
possessor?

G. F. W. Hegel (1971: 159)

We who are born at the close of this wonderful age are at once too cultured and too crit-
ical, too intellectually subtle and too curious of exquisite pleasures, to accept any specula-
tions about life in exchange for life itself.

Oscar Wilde (1975: 41)

We no longer believe . . . , like the Greeks, in happiness of life on earth; we no longer believe,
like the Christians, in happiness in an otherworldy life; we no longer believe, like the opti-
mistic philosophers of the last century, in a happy future for the human race.

Benedetto Croce (in Hughes 1958: 428)

The End of the Modern?

Like post-industrialism and post-Fordism, post-modernism is essentially
a ‘contrast concept’. It takes its meaning as much from what it excludes
or claims to supersede as from what it includes or affirms in any 
positive sense. The primary, or at least initial, meaning of post-
modernism must be that it is not modernism, not modernity. Modernity
is over.

This need not mean, many post-modernists hurry to say, that we have
gone beyond modernity, that we are living in an entirely new era. The
‘post’ of post-modernity is ambiguous. It can mean what comes after,
the movement to a new state of things, however difficult it might be to
characterize that state in these early days. Or it can be more like the
post of post-mortem: obsequies performed over the dead body of
modernity, a dissection of the corpse. The end of modernity is in this
view the occasion for reflecting on the experience of modernity; post-
modernity is that condition of reflectiveness. In this case there is no 
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necessary sense of a new beginning, merely a somewhat melancholy
sense of an ending.

We shall be looking at both, and other, varieties of post-modernist
theory. What, however, they all evidently share is some conception of
the modern. Whatever meaning they give to the term post-modernism
must refer to some particular idea of modernity. To understand and
interrogate the post-modern we have first to understand the meaning of
the modern.

Ancient, Medieval and Modern

‘Modernity’ and ‘modernism’ are two terms that are sometimes used
interchangeably, sometimes given distinct meanings. I shall follow the
second course. ‘Modernity’ I take to be a comprehensive designation of
all the changes – intellectual, social and political – that brought into
being the modern world. ‘Modernism’ is a cultural movement that
occurred in the west at the end of the nineteenth century and, to com-
plicate matters further, was in some respects a critical reaction against
modernity. The two terms, even in these distinct senses, are certainly
connected, and it is not always possible to be completely consistent in
keeping them separate (the same is even truer of the parallel terms ‘post-
modernity’ and ‘post-modernism’). That is partly because there is no
general consensus on their meanings. But it seems useful to try to main-
tain the distinction.

To begin, as one should, with the word itself. Modernus, from modo
(‘recently’, ‘just now’) was a late Latin coinage on the model of hodier-
nus (from hodie, ‘today’). It was first used, as an antonym to antiquus,
in the late fifth century ad. Later such terms as modernitas (‘modern
times’) and moderni (‘men of today’) also became common, especially
after the tenth century.

Modernity is therefore an invention of the Christian Middle Ages.
This should, in principle, have established as forceful a contrast with
the ancient world as it is possible to imagine. The ancient world was
pagan, the modern world Christian. That is to say, the former had been
shrouded in darkness, the latter transformed by the appearance of God
among men in the form of his son, Jesus Christ. With Christ, the whole
meaning of human history was changed – or rather, we should say,
history was for the first time given a meaning.

Christianity recharged the notion of time and history. It overthrew
the naturalistic conception of the ancient world, whereby time was 
seen in the mirror of the cyclical change of the seasons, or the ceaseless
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alternation of day and night, or the generational cycles of birth, death,
and new birth. In such a perspective, human time was regular and repet-
itive. It partook of the cyclical character of all created matter. There was
change but no novelty.

The impossibility of there being anything really new in the world was
further emphasized in the cosmological speculations of those, such as
Plato, who saw in the created universe merely the emblem of an essen-
tially timeless and unchanging Eternal Being. God gave the universe time
and motion, said Plato in the Timaeus; but he still created it according
to the basic pattern of eternity, which has being but no becoming;
neither ‘was’ nor ‘shall be’ but only ‘is’. When God ordered the heavens
‘he made in that which we call time an eternal moving image of the eter-
nity which remains for ever at one’. Time was made ‘as like as possible
to eternity, which was its model’; it is the ‘copy’ of that model, and
remains inseparably bound to it (Plato 1977: 51–2). This means that
time forever mirrors an eternity which is itself outside time and which
never changes. The consequences of this view are apparent in the writ-
ings of the ancient historians, for whom ‘events are important chiefly
for the light they throw on eternal and substantial entities of which they
are mere accidents’ (Collingwood 1961: 43; but see also Momigliano
1977: 179–204).

Christianity, making use of its Jewish messianic heritage, infused time
with meaning and purpose by focusing on an event, unrepeatable and
incomparable, which it endowed with unique significance: the coming
of Christ. With Christ, something absolutely new had happened in the
world. Time was now irrevocably divided into time ‘before Christ’ and
time ‘after Christ’. Past, present and future were linked in a meaning-
ful sequence; Christ’s appearance had revealed the secret of history 
concealed from the ancients. The events narrated in the Bible, from the
creation to the Incarnation, and its promise and prophecy of a future
consummation in the Second Coming and the Last Judgement, tells a
story of sin and redemption which occurs in time. Moreover, it is human
time, historical time. Humanity is lifted above all the other orders of
creation and made the vehicle of the divine purpose. Human history
has, and must have, a different principle from natural history. All 
creation is God’s creation, and subject to his will. But he has freely
chosen to send his son among men, and so injected into human history
a value indescribably higher than any in the non-human world.

Christianity not only privileges human history; it privileges the future
dimension of that history. It has an eschatological view of history. The
whole of history is seen from the point of view of its final end or con-
summation; all else is preparation, or waiting. The connection between
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past, present and future is not simply chronological but more impor-
tantly teleological. It is the final redemption of humanity, through
Christ’s agency, that makes sense of the human story, with all its vicis-
situdes and apparent obscurities.

This view casts a peculiar perspective back on the past. The past, as
a tract of time, gets its meaning only retrospectively, through its con-
tribution to the future. The past is not neutral, but neither does it have
any value in and for itself. History, said Augustine, unfolds itself in ‘the
shadow of the future’. The past can be subdivided into periods or epochs
– extending the great periodization of ‘before’ and ‘after’ Christ – each
with its own character and each with its own contribution to the
swelling act of human redemption. Each is necessary; each must take
place in the right sequence. Eschatological history uses its knowledge of
the future to cast its light back on the past; it engages in ‘prophecy in
reverse, demonstrating the past as a meaningful “preparation” for the
future’ (Löwith 1949: 6; see also Collingwood 1961: 46–56; Manuel
1965: 10–23; Le Goff 1982: 29–42).

It has been worth dwelling a little on the contrast between pagan and
Christian concepts of time because it reveals an interesting feature in
the history of modernity. It must be evident how much of what we
understand as modernity is contained in the Christian philosophy of
history. Here we have time taken out of the natural sphere and thor-
oughly humanized (even though under divine guidance). It is portrayed
as linear and irreversible, unlike the cycles and recurrences of ancient
thought. Christianity tells a story with a beginning (the creation and the
Fall), a middle (Christ’s first coming), and an end (Christ’s second
coming) – and it insists on that necessary order of events. At the same
time in its understanding of the story it reverses chronology and views
the story backwards, from its end point. It is future-oriented. It fills the
present with a sense of expectation, setting up a permanent tension
between the present and the future. It views the past merely as prologue
to a present on its way to fulfilling the promise of the future.

These are, as we shall see, some of the principal hall-marks of moder-
nity. They should have led the medieval Christian world to construe its
distance from the ancient world with all the force of the common con-
trast between ‘ancient’ and ‘modern’. And yet although the Middle Ages
invented modernus and modernitas they made remarkably little of them.
So far as their attitude to their own time were concerned, their ‘moder-
nity’ differed little from the time conceptions of the ancients. For more
than a millennium, in fact, ‘modernity’ displayed towards both the
present and the future an indifference, bordering on contempt, that is
in startling contrast to the radical reorientation towards time implicit
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in the Christian philosophy of history. It was not until the end of the
seventeenth century that this concept of history precipitated the idea of
modernity as we understand it today – and then only by jettisoning the
framework of religion that had made the conception possible in the first
place.

There were certainly some people in the medieval world who were
sufficiently affected by the new sense of time to regard their own times
as radically different from all preceding time. The Christians of the first
centuries after Christ lived in the belief that his Second Coming was
imminent. Their own time was a time of preparation for that supreme
event. For believers in the Apocalypse, the Second Coming would inau-
gurate Christ’s millennial kingdom on earth. Later, the followers of the
twelfth-century Calabrian monk Joachim of Fiore similarly prepared
themselves for a new time, the impending ‘Third Age’ of the Holy Spirit.
This too would be a millennial age, a period of love, peace and joy on
earth. Wherever and whenever millenarianism flourished in the Middle
Ages, in fact, believers were bound to feel that their own time was
charged with a special significance, and to act accordingly.

But even in the case of the millenarians, their times were important
mainly because they presaged the end of time. They were of value not
for what they were in themselves, for what they created, but because
they heralded the end of all earthy life (even if after the millennium).
Now while there is a similar teleology in most ideas of modernity, the
crucial difference is that modernity looks to a future consummation on
earth. Its sense of time is secular. This is an obvious point, but it sug-
gests why Christianity, even at its most radical, was unable to deliver
up an unequivocal concept of modernity.

The Christian Middle Ages generally disparaged earthly time. In the
orthodox view, as represented by Augustine, even millennial expecta-
tions were discouraged. Augustine argued that, with Christ’s appear-
ance, the millennium had already begun. There would not be a second
millennium after Christ’s Second Coming; rather that event would lead
directly to the Last Judgement. Nor was ‘the millennium’ to be taken
literally. For Augustine, Christ’s coming had indeed initiated the sixth
and last age of man, but it was for God, not man, to know exactly how
long that age would last. As it is stated in Acts 1:7, ‘It is not for you to
know the times or the seasons which the Father hath put in his own
power.’ The Church was the custodian of the time of the last age; hence
the only important history was the history of the Church. The task of
Christians everywhere was to live piously within the Church, for as long
as was necessary, and making due acknowledgement to the obligations
of earthly life. Daily life was to be lived in a stoical spirit; its tribula-
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tions were to be borne as part of God’s purpose. Eventually, in his own
good time, God would fulfil the promise of redemption announced in
the coming of Christ.

The effect of Augustine’s teaching was a profound devaluation of
secular as opposed to sacred time. Time belongs to the soul, said Augus-
tine; it is a measure of spiritual development, and as such is indifferent
to the normal periods of earthly time. There is the time of the Earthly
City, and the time of the Heavenly City; between these two is an
unbridgeable gap. Contrary to the view of some of the early Fathers,
such as Origen and Eusebius, Augustine saw no progress in earthly
affairs, nor for him did the concept have any meaning. In comparison
with eternity, the ‘time’ of human existence is insignificant, its vicissi-
tudes of no moral or philosophical importance. ‘One day is with 
the Lord as a thousand years, and a thousand years as one day’ (2 
Peter 3:8). ‘Earthly time is the shadow of eternity’, said Honorius
Augustodunensis. Earthly time is merely a series of variations on 
the ground-theme of the immutable and enduring time of the Scriptures.
Times change, but the faith is unchanging. From this point of view, 
the customary earthly progression of past, present and future is illusory
and irrelevant. So it was possible for Peter Lombard to declare that
‘Christ will be born, is being born and has been born’ (Gurevich 1985:
113–23; see also Löwith 1949: 160–90; Mommsen 1951; Manuel 1965:
25–35).

It is not difficult to see how, despite the radically different concep-
tion of time introduced by Christianity, this widely-held interpretation
of the relation between sacred and secular time could lead to a view of
earthly time not essentially different from that of the ancients. Time once
more moved around the fixed point of eternity. It took all of its value
and meaning – or lack of them – from that fact. The favourite medieval
conceits – memento mori (remember you must die), fortuna labilis (the
fickleness of fortune), theatrum mundi (the world as a stage) – all
emphasized the illusoriness and transitoriness of human life, and the
inability of human beings to control their own destiny. And just as the
ancients were inclined to look back to a Golden Age, regarding their
own times as suffering from the corruptions of old age, so medieval
thinkers also came to see change as decay. Mundus senescit – ‘the world
grows old’, was the frequently-repeated saying of a seventh-century
Merovingian chronicler. ‘Whatever changes, loses its value’, ran a
twelfth-century poem. Novelty was equated with triviality, and worse;
it reflected precisely the superficiality of the earthly as compared 
with the divine order. For the Middle Ages, moved by the contemptus
mundi,
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the terms modernus, novus and words derived from these were deroga-
tory rather than temporal in meaning . . . To the medieval ear, the term
modernitas tended to have an abusive, derogatory meaning; anything new,
unhallowed by time and tradition, was viewed with suspicion . . . Value
belonged exclusively to what was old . . . Antiquitas is synonymous with
such concepts as auctoritas (authority), gravitas (dignity), majestas (great-
ness). In the medieval world, originality of thought counted for nothing,
and plagiarism was not considered a sin. (Gurevich 1985: 124–5; see also
Calinescu 1987: 19)

So medieval Christian thought made its rapprochement with the
thought of classical antiquity. Contrary to what we might imagine,
Christian thinkers of the Middle Ages did not – after a sharp early
engagement – depreciate their pagan predecessors, as benighted crea-
tures lacking the light of Christian revelation.1 On the contrary, the ven-
eration of the great thinkers of antiquity – Plato, Aristotle, Vergil, Cicero
– even when they were known mainly through Arabic sources, was as
great in the Middle Ages as in the Renaissance. The maxim, that ‘a
dwarf standing on the shoulders of a giant can see further than the giant
himself’, was invented (or re-invented) by Bernard of Chartres in the
twelfth century. But as his near contemporary John of Salisbury
observed, the maxim was meant to point out ‘that we see more and
farther than our predecessors, not because we have keener vision or
greater height, but because we are lifted up and born aloft on their
gigantic stature’. The maxim celebrated the ancient giants, not the
medieval pygmies. William of Conches put it directly: ‘The ancients wee
much superior to our contemporaries [moderni]’ (Gurevich 1985: 125;
Calinescu 1987: 15; Klibansky 1936).

The belittling of moderni and modernitas continued in the Renais-
sance. The words and their cognates entered the vernacular languages
of Europe during this period to mean, as with the English modern, ‘of
or pertaining to the present and recent time; originating in the current
age or period’ (Oxford English Dictionary). But to be modern in this
sense was not a cause for praise; rather the reverse. In Shakespeare’s As
You Like It, Jacques mocks ‘the Justice, . . . full of wise sawes and
moderne instances’. Shakespeare’s slighting of the modern, as connot-
ing the trite or commonplace, was the usual practice in the Renaissance.

This too, as with medieval Christianity, is at first sight surprising. Was
not the Renaissance the birth of the modern age? Was it not the period
that saw not just the rebirth of European civilization but its expansion
into a New World which immeasurably broadened its horizons? 
Certainly the school history books and university history syllabuses still
confidently date the Modern Period from the time of the Renaissance.
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The Middle Ages can then conveniently be delimited by the thousand
years that separate the foundation of Constantinople in the fourth
century from its fall in 1453. Before that, of course, comes Antiquity.

It was indeed the Renaissance that first made the division of western
history into three epochs – Ancient, Medieval and Modern. Petrarch,
the ‘father of humanism’, is credited with the invention in the fourteenth
century of the notion of the ‘Dark Ages’: a period, a medium tempus
supervening between the fall of Rome and the rebirth of society that he
saw beginning in his own day. This gave the Middle Ages that charac-
teristic quality of opprobrium that attached to it until well into the eigh-
teenth century. Petrarch’s medium tempus is an age of barbarism. It is
a period of obscurity and backwardness that serves only to throw into
greater relief the achievements of the preceding age of antiquity and, at
the same time, to mark off the change of direction in modern times.

Classical antiquity came to be associated with resplendent light, the
Middle Ages became the nocturnal and oblivious ‘Dark Ages’, while
modernity was conceived of as a time of emergence from darkness, a time
of awakening and ‘renascence’, heralding a luminous future. (Calinescu
1987: 20; see also Mommsen 1942: 228, 241)

But it was a future largely conceived in terms of the past. This is the
source of the Renaissance’s uncertainty about its own status, its dispo-
sition to look upon its own times as imitative and uncreative. The
‘rebirth’ of the Renaissance was precisely that – a recovery of earlier
forms, the thought and practices of the classical world. Classical antiq-
uity had set the eternal standards. The Renaissance was indeed fortu-
nate in being able to recover the treasures of that earlier time. That set
it aside from the ignorance and superstition of the Dark Ages. But what
it recovered, what it revered, was not something new, not something
that it itself had invented. This was bound, at one level, to make it belit-
tle its own achievements, as no more than strivings to reach the heights
already attained by the ancients. So, at most: modern dwarfs, ancient
giants.

There was a further consequence of the Renaissance worship of the
classical world. It brought to the fore an interest in secular history, as
opposed to the sacred history that had dominated medieval thought.
The Christian philosophy of history was not ignored but it was 
relegated to a secondary position. Renaissance historians and political
theorists accepted that the history of the Heavenly City had the linear,
predestined form taught by Augustine; but, inspired by classical writers,
their interest centred on the patterns of change in the Earthly City, the
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diverse states and empires of the human world. For Renaissance thinkers
such as Machiavelli and Bodin, the great models for reflecting on this
process were Plato, Aristotle and Polybius, together with such Roman
historians as Livy. There was also the history of Graeco-Roman civi-
lization itself, its rise and demise, that offered itself as a kind of para-
digm of all world history. Both these sources were powerful inducements
to a return to the ancient cyclical view of change. Hence the ‘common-
place, that the rediscovery of the classical corpus during the Renaissance
was accompanied by a revival of pagan cyclical conceptions of philo-
sophical history’ (Manuel 1965: 48).

It is this cyclical conception of history that is responsible for some of
the many ambiguities of the Renaissance’s idea of progress. The new
time is indeed a revolutionary break with the stagnation of the Middle
Ages; but it is a revolution conceived on the model of the ancients, as
the movement of a wheel or circle that returns to its beginning. The new
birth promised by the Renaissance is a return to a purer, more luminous
time, the Golden Age of antiquity. The Dark Ages might be over, but
what was to come was not something new and different, but a refur-
bished, a reborn past. ‘When the darkness has been dispersed,’ says
Petrarch, ‘our descendants can come again in the former pure radiance.’
For Petrarch, at the birth of the Renaissance, the moderni were still men
of the Dark Ages, but with an important difference: they knew that the
future would restore the ‘pure radiance’ of antiquity (Mommsen 1942:
240).

It is not, then, to the Renaissance that we must look for the origins
of modernity as we have come to understand it. Paradoxically, it was
the very secular bent of Renaissance historical thought that prevented
it from conceiving its own time as linked to the future in a radically new
way. Its secularism, linked to the cyclism of admired classical models,
turned its face backwards, to the past. In so far as it interested itself in
the Christian idea of history, it held fast to the Augustinian view that
the world was grown old and in a state of terminal decay (Nisbet 1970:
97–103). That too was unlikely to lead one to take much interest in the
future, at least the earthly future. Western thought had to develop a dif-
ferent interest in the Christian philosophy of history before it could give
modernity a meaning other than the second-hand, lacklustre activities
of i moderni.

But there is a sense in which, indirectly at least, the Renaissance did
contribute to our concept of modernity. The very vigour and vitality of
Renaissance life gave Europeans a new confidence in their ability at least
to emulate the ancients, if not to surpass them. More importantly, the
Renaissance, in its attack on the authority of medieval thinkers and the
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medieval church, developed new critical and rational standards that
could be turned against all forms of intellectual authority – that of the
ancients included. This is what happened at the end of the seventeenth
century.

The Birth of Modernity

It used to be generally held that it was in the seventeenth century 
that what we might call the modern idea of modernity, our idea of
modernity, was born. This is especially apparent, the argument goes, 
in the so-called ‘quarrel of the ancients and moderns’ at the end of 
the century, in which the ‘moderns’ emerged victorious and so cleared
the way towards a full-blown concept of modernity. ‘Modern history,’
said J. B. Bury in one of the best and clearest accounts of this kind,
‘begins in the seventeenth century’ (1955: 64; see also Schabert 1985:
8).

The milestones on this road are equally plain to see, according to this
view. They are to be found in such works as Montaigne’s Essays (1580),
Francis Bacon’s Advancement of Learning (1605) and Novum Organum
(1620), and Descartes’ Discourse on Method (1637). Here, for instance,
is Bacon’s famous paean to the great inventions of modern times, print-
ing, gunpowder and the compass, which have transformed the world in
a way unimaginable to the ancients:

For these three have changed the appearance and state of the whole world:
first in literature, then in warfare, and lastly in navigation; and innumer-
able changes have been thence derived, so that no empire, sect, or star,
appears to have exercised a greater power and influence on human affairs
than these mechanical discoveries. (Bacon 1860: 446)

To this we can add Bacon’s clever riposte to the traditional view that
the ancients are the ripest in wisdom, and therefore we would do best
to heed them. On the contrary, says Bacon, it is we modern who are the
‘ancients’, for it is we, not those we mistakenly call the ancients, who
have benefited most from the longer history of the world. If truth is the
daughter of time then it is we, not those earlier in point of time, who
must be accounted closer to the truth.

The wisdom which we have derived principally from the Greeks is but
like the boyhood of knowledge, and had the characteristic property of
boys: it can talk, but it cannot generate . . .
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To speak the truth antiquity, as we call it, is the young state of the
world; for those times are ancient when the world is ancient; and not those
we vulgarly account ancient by computing backwards; so that the present
time is the real antiquity. (Bacon 1860: 3, 49–50; cf. also Hobbes, in the
Leviathan [1651]: ‘If we will reverence the Age, the Present is the Oldest’)2

Lastly we can take Descartes’ ‘declaration of the Independence of
Man’ (Bury 1955: 65) – his insistence that we clear the decks for the
reconstruction of knowledge on the basis of human reason alone. This
involved a rejection of all past systems of thought. There had to be a
new beginning, based on a new method for searching out the truth.
More uncompromising than Bacon, Descartes had none of his reverence
for classical literature. He was proud of having forgotten the Greek he
learned as a boy. In the first part of the Discourse on Method he tells
why he abandoned the ancients:

To live with men of an earlier age is like travelling in foreign lands. It is
useful to know something of the manners of other peoples in order to
judge more impartially of our own, and not despise and ridicule what-
ever differs from them, like men who have never been outside their native
country. But those who travel too long end by being strangers in their
own homes, and those who study too curiously the actions of antiquity
are ignorant of what is done among ourselves today. (Descartes 1968:
30–1)

All these attitudes were combined in the attack on the ancients in the
late seventeenth-century ‘quarrel of the ancients and moderns’. Bor-
rowing a figure originally (though in a quite different spirit) advanced
by Augustine, the history of collective humanity was compared to the
development of a single individual, growing from infancy into adult-
hood, and increasing in wisdom and maturity with the years. In the
works especially of French writers such as Pascal, Perrault, Fontenelle
and the Abbé St. Pierre, the age-old tyranny of the ancient authors was
challenged and overthrown. The moderns were not simply the equals of
the ancients; by virtue of the progressive education of the race during
its development since early times modern thinkers were capable of going
far beyond their predecessors. Moreover Fontenelle added an important
rider to Bacon’s championing of modern times. Unlike the individual
man, collective man

will have no old age; he will always be equally capable of those things
for which his youth is suited, and he will be ever more and more capable
of those things which are suited to his prime; that is to say, to abandon
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the allegory, men will never degenerate, and there will be no end to the
growth and development of human wisdom. (Quoted in Nisbet 1970:
104; see also Bury 1955: 69–153; Jones 1961)

But this brave affirmation of faith in the future was unusual. Com-
moner by far was the belief that, whatever the achievements of the
modern, these did not exempt them from the general tendency of 
the world to decay. The very device that had given the victory to the
moderns over the ancients suggested that fate. For if the ‘present time
is the real antiquity’, then is it not also the prelude to the senescence of
the world? Were we not in the old age of humanity? So Bacon seems to
have thought. ‘Mechanical arts and merchandise’, he said, flourish ‘in
the declining age of a State’; learning has its infancy, its youth, its matu-
rity and its old age, when ‘it waxeth dry and exhaust’. The world had
made great progress in knowledge, technique, trade and industry, but
time was running out. Like any classical or Renaissance thinker, Bacon
believed not in unending progress but in ‘the vicissitudes of things’
(Bacon 1906: 234).

Throughout the seventeenth and most of the eighteenth centuries
there persisted the view that decay and degeneration were as much 
part of the human story as growth and progress. Knowledge, science
and even the arts might progress, but this was generally at the cost of
moral and spiritual progress. For Scottish moralists such as Hume, 
Ferguson and Smith, along with French thinkers such as Voltaire and
Rousseau, the modern world had by no means escaped the cycles of
growth, corruption and decline that had been the destiny of all past civ-
ilizations. Volney’s Ruins (1791) was not simply a charming piece of
Romantic artifice but expressed a widespread sentiment. ‘Thus,’ wrote
Volney, contemplating the ruins of Palmyra, ‘perish the works of men,
and thus do nations and empires vanish away . . . Who can assure 
us that desolation like this will not one day be the lot of our 
country?’ (Manuel 1965: 67–9; Nisbet 1970: 125–30; Koselleck 1985:
14–16).

Classical and Christian views of time and history continued to dom-
inate the western mind until the second half of the eighteenth century.
So long as this was so, there could be no true concept of modernity. The
seventeenth century saw a powerful resurgence of apocalyptic and mil-
lenarian thinking, extending, as is now well known, even to such sci-
entists as Isaac Newton. As in the Middle Ages, this view of time limited
interest in the present to a period of waiting and preparation; the link
with the anticipated future was providential, not the result of conscious
human action.
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The prevalence of classical concepts of history similarly worked
against a present-oriented view of things. Employing the Augustinian
figure of the Two Cities, thinkers up to Bossuet and beyond found little
difficulty in fusing pagan concepts of history, applied to earthly affairs,
with the linear Christian concept that portrayed mankind’s path to sal-
vation in the Heavenly City. So far as the human world was concerned
– nature was another matter – there was no need to add much to the
wisdom of the ancients. Historia magistra vitae, ‘history is the teacher
of life’ – this Ciceronian maxim expressed the dominant view of history
until the mid-eighteenth century. History, it was thought, was a rich
storehouse of examples for instruction in moral and political matters.
This presupposed a view of human life as fundamentally uniform, fun-
damentally unchanging, so that the experience of past generations could
provide lessons for present purposes. ‘Mankind,’ said David Hume in
his Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding (1748), ‘are so much
the same, in all times and places, that history informs us of nothing new
or strange in this particular. Its chief use is only to discover the constant
and universal principles of human nature.’

As Reinhart Koselleck puts it:

History can instruct its contemporaries or their descendants on how to
become more prudent or relatively better, but only as long as the given
assumptions and conditions are fundamentally the same. Until the eigh-
teenth century, the use of our expression [Historia magistra vitae]
remained an unmistakable index for an assumed constancy of human
nature, accounts of which can serve as iteratable means for the proof of
moral, theological, legal, or political doctrines. Likewise, the utility of our
topos depended on an actual constancy of those circumstances which
admitted the potential similitude of earthly events. If there occurred a
degree of social change, it took place so slowly and at such a pace that
the utility of past examples was maintained. The temporal structure 
of past history bounded a continuous space of potential experience.
(Koselleck 1985: 23; see also Collingwood 1961: 76–85)

It was this view of time and history that was gradually undermined
in the second half of the eighteenth century, so opening the way to a
new concept of modernity. A critical part was played by the Christian
philosophy of history, which finally delivered up the idea of modernity
that was inherent in it from the start. But it could only do so by being
decisively secularized. What Kant called the ‘moral terrorism’ of 
Christianity – the apocalyptic expectation of the world’s end – had first
to be exorcised. This happened especially with the millenarian form that
was so vigorous in the seventeenth century. In reflecting upon it, and its
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relation to the new scientific perspectives of the age, thinkers from the
late seventeenth century onwards converted millennial beliefs into a
secular idea of progress. The millennium became scientific and rational, 
the dawn of an era of unending human progress on earth. The idea of
progress, as elaborated by Kant, Turgot, Condorcet and others during
the eighteenth century, was the central building block of the new 
idea of modernity (Tuveson 1964; Becker 1932; Koselleck 1985:
241–2).

The eighteenth century did not just bring the Heavenly City down 
to earth. It secularized the Christian concept of time into a dynamic 
philosophy of history. The by now conventional divisions of Ancient,
Medieval and Modern were elevated to ‘stages’ of world history, and
these in turn applied to a developmental model of humanity that lent a
special urgency and importance to the latest, the modern, stage. Modern
times finally came into their own. No longer were they regarded as
simply the inferior copies of earlier, more glorious, times; nor, again, as
merely the last stage of an impoverished human existence that would
thankfully end the human story on earth. On the contrary, modernity
meant a complete break with past times, a fresh start on the basis of
radically new principles. It also meant the entry into an infinitely
expanded future time, a time for unprecedented new developments in
the evolution of humanity. Nostrum aevum, our age, became nova aetas,
the new age.3

Modern times become the pivotal point of human history. Modernity
takes on messianic status. The past is meaningless expect as a prepara-
tion for the present. It no longer teaches us by example. Its only use is
to help us to understand what we have become. History, wrote the
German jurist Friedrich von Savigny in 1815, is ‘no longer merely a col-
lection of examples but rather the sole path to the true knowledge of
our own condition’. This suggests that we can no longer make the old
assumption of the constancy of human nature and the basic uniformity
of human life through the ages. The past is indeed a different, an other
country. Moderns are different from ancients. History changes human
nature, as well as the forms of human social life. The later in time the
greater the change.

Not only must the past be interpreted, and constantly reinterpreted,
from the perspective of the present. At the same time its authority is
abrogated. Age does not ennoble causes but rather throws a veil of sus-
picion over them. They are, most likely, the product of superstition and
ignorance. The later the better, because the more enlightened. Even
where this was not accepted, there was at least general agreement that
one could no longer look to the past for illumination and instruction.
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Moderns live in a new world, and are thrown back entirely on them-
selves for ways of thinking and acting. It was fitting that it was the radi-
cally new republic of America that brought this most forcibly home to
the young Alexis de Tocqueville.

I go back from age to age up to the remotest antiquity, but I find no par-
allel to what is occurring before my eyes; . . . the past has ceased to throw
its light upon the future . . . (Tocqueville 1988: 702; and generally see
Koselleck 1985: 231–66; Habermas 1981: 4)

The sense of a new beginning infused new meaning into old concepts.
The French Revolution of 1789 was the first modern revolution. It trans-
formed the concept. Revolution no longer meant the turn of a wheel or
cycle that inevitably returned a thing to its starting point. It now came
to mean the creation of something absolutely new, something never
before seen in the world. The French Revolution, it became common to
say, had taken the world into a new era of its history. It marked the
birth of modernity – that is, of a time that is constantly forming and
reforming before our eyes.

Modernity as generally conceived is open-ended. It involves the
notion of the continuous creation of new things. This is implicit in its
rejection of the past as a source of inspiration or example. Modernity
is not only the product of revolution – the American and French Rev-
olutions especially; it is itself essentially revolutionary, a permanent rev-
olution of ideas and institutions. Eventually this would lead modernity
into an object-less relativism. But in its formative phase the prophets of
modernity were convinced that there was a meaning to modernity. The
modern age was in various ways seen as the culminating point of human
development. It announced the secret of human history, hitherto con-
cealed from the eyes of participants.

Here as in so many other ways the concept of modernity showed its
dependence on and derivation from the Christian philosophy of history,
particularly in its millenarian and Joachimite forms. This is especially
marked in the German thinkers of the late eighteenth and early nine-
teenth centuries – Lessing, Fichte, Schelling, Hegel – who were respon-
sible for some of the most influential statements of the modern credo.
These thinkers, above all Hegel, transformed the Christian religion into
a secular philosophy of history. History according to them is a process
of the progressive revelation and self-realization of the human spirit.
Modernity’s task is nothing less than the discovery of God’s purpose to
man, and the conscious construction of God’s kingdom on earth.4 No
doubt in Christian eyes this is the rankest heresy – Marxism, Arnold
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Toynbee once said, is the last great Christian heresy – but like all here-
sies it can claim to be grounded in the original inspiration.

The Christian scheme of history and the particular scheme of Joachim
created an intellectual climate and a perspective in which alone certain
philosophies of history became possible which are impossible within the
framework of classical thinking. There would be no American, no French,
and no Russian revolutions and constitutions without the idea of progress
and no idea of secular progress toward fulfilment without the original
faith in a Kingdom of God . . . (Löwith 1949: 212)

To the philosophers of modernity, the French Revolution was one of
the principal expressions, as well as one of the principal vehicles, of the
new consciousness. It announced the aim of the modern period as 
the attainment of freedom under the guidance of reason. This was the
meaning of the French Revolution. After it, declared Condorcet in 1793
at the high point of the Revolution’s development, ‘the word revolu-
tionary can only be applied to revolutions which have liberty as their
object’. Robespierre addressing his fellow citizens in the same year
linked the fate of freedom to the realization of reason, and both to the
fulfilment of the Revolution: ‘The progress of human reason has laid
the basis for this great Revolution, and the particular duty of hastening
it has fallen to you.’ Hegel later philosophized this moment as ‘a 
glorious mental dawn’.

Never since the sun had stood in the firmament and the planets revolved
around him had it been perceived that man’s existence centres in his head,
i.e. in Thought, inspired by which he builds up the world of reality.
(Hegel, 1956: 447; see also Kumar 1971: 18, 93; Social Research 1989)

If the French Revolution gave to modernity its characteristic form
and consciousness – revolution based on reason – the Industrial Revo-
lution provided it with its material substance. It is strange how rarely
this obvious point is acknowledged in the literature on modernity.
Perhaps because so much of it is written by philosophers and cultural
historians, rather than sociologists, modernity is generally seen to be 
an affair of ideas: an ideology, a cultural style. And yet is it really 
possible to think of the modern world without considering that it is also
industrial?

It is of course difficult to separate industrialism from the larger cur-
rents of modernity in which it is implicated. Its roots lie in the scientific
revolution of the seventeenth century and, further back, in sixteenth-
century Protestantism. So it is as much a matter of ideas and attitudes
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as it is of techniques. Moreover, in so far as modernity is related to cap-
italism, rather than industrialism in the narrower sense, the association
between modernity and forms of economic life would again have to be
traced back to the sixteenth century, and the world-wide system of com-
mercial capitalism that originated then (see, for example, Wallerstein
1974).

Nevertheless it seems reasonable to argue that it was only with the
British Industrial Revolution of the late eighteenth century that moder-
nity received its material form. Partly this is because of the very explo-
siveness of the development – a speeding up of economic evolution to
the point where it took on revolutionary proportions. Modernity has a
before-and-after quality that is also the hall-mark of revolution. With
the Industrial Revolution, such a quality increasing became evident to
contemporaries, to the extent that for many of them the only significant
division in human history appeared that between pre-industrial and
industrial civilization (Kumar 1978: 45–63). So the connection between
modernity and revolution once more suggests itself, in the economic as
much as in the political or intellectual sphere.

But there is a more compelling reason for linking modernity with
industrialism. It is only with industrialization that western society
became, with increasing clarity, world civilization. It is difficult to know,
and perhaps idle to speculate, whether without industrial technology the
‘superiority’ of the west over all other countries would have become so
manifest. Commercial capitalism was an undoubted force, and the west
had put itself at its centre from the start. But the palm could well have
passed to other hands had it not been for the immeasurable strength-
ening made possible by industrial technology. Industrialism turned soci-
eties still largely poor and agrarian into concentrated centres of power
whose goods, guns and ships overwhelmed the resistance of all non-
industrial peoples. If Napoleon’s armies carried the ideas of the French
Revolution all over Europe, British and French navies carried the
message of the Industrial Revolution all over the world. The message
was simple. In our times, modern times, there is only one way to survive:
become industrial. For the world as a whole it became increasingly
obvious that to be a modern society was to be an industrial society. To
modernize was to industrialize – that is, to become like the west (Kumar,
1988c; cf. Gellner 1988: 162).

In yet another way modernity and industrialism are closely if not
intrinsically related. Our very image of modernity is formed to a good
extent of industrial elements. It is difficult to think of the modern world
without conjuring up steel, steam and speed. From the Great Exhibi-
tion of 1851 in England to the World’s Fairs of the 1930s in America,
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industrialism trumpeted its achievements and pronounced itself the sal-
vation of humanity. The great cities of modernity, especially American
cities such as New York and Chicago, are inconceivable without indus-
trial technology. Towering skyscrapers, far-flung bridges, twenty-mile
tunnels under mountains and seas, supersonic air travel, satellites in
space: all these go to make up our picture of modernity, and all are the
fruits of industrialism. Writers such as H. G. Wells took these emblems
of modernity and made of them a new kind of fiction, science fiction, a
fiction of and for our times. For science fiction, and the popular image
of progress that it promoted, there was neither present nor future that
was not filled with the technological marvels of industrial civilization.

Images can be as dangerous as they are inevitable. The close associ-
ation of modernity with industrialism is one reason why there are
thinkers today who proclaim the end of modernity. Industrialism, at
least as conventionally understood, seems to have exhausted itself, to
have reached its limits.

But these claims generally turn out to rest on a very narrow concep-
tion of industrialism, one inspired by its popular image. Industrialism
is not simply large-scale technology, or economic growth, or even
applied science in general. It includes these and goes beyond them. It is
at one with modernity in having unleashed on the world a system that
is in a permanent state of crisis and renewal. ‘Constant revolutionizing
of production, uninterrupted disturbance of all social conditions, ever-
lasting uncertainty and agitation . . . All fixed, fast-frozen relationships
. . . are swept away, all new-formed ones become antiquated before they
can ossify.’ It was in these, and similar, terms that in a famous passage
in the Communist Manifesto (1848) Marx and Engels characterized cap-
italist industrial society. Destruction, even death, as Joseph Schumpeter
in particular was later at pains to point out, are as much part of the
industrial system as creation and growth. This includes important ele-
ments of the system itself, in its continual striving for survival. Nothing,
it seems, cannot be dispensed with. Those who too readily announce
the end of industrialism are perhaps seeing no more than the latest
period of travail, the most recent of the cycles of renewal and decay that
have been characteristic of industrialism throughout its still relatively
short history. This, too, may be one of the reasons why many of the
great nineteenth-century theorists of industrialism – Tocqueville, Marx,
Weber, Simmel and Durkheim – still appear to have much to say to us
about ourselves and our times (see, for example, Berman 1983; Frisby
1985; Sayer 1991).

History and Progress; Truth and Freedom; Reason and Revolution;
Science and Industrialism: these are the main terms of the ‘grand nar-
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ratives’ of modernity that the post-modernists wish to consign to the
dustbin of history. They reached a point  of crystallization in the great
social theories of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The French
and Industrial Revolutions are their historical markers, the encapsula-
tions of their tendencies and aspirations. Not in the vigour of the High
Middle Ages; not in the creative outburst of the Renaissance; not even
in the Scientific Revolution of the seventeenth century; but in the Age
of Reason, in the second half of the eighteenth century, more than twelve
hundred years after the Roman monk and scholar Cassiodorus first
drew the distinction between antiqui and moderni, the idea of moder-
nity was born.

Modernity and Modernism

Modernity is not ‘modernism’. The idea of modernity once established
at the end of the eighteenth century, came up against a complex reac-
tion to it at the end of the nineteenth. This was the cultural movement
of modernism. Modernism both affirmed modernity and denied it, both
continued its principles and challenged it at its very core.

‘Il faut être absolument moderne’ (‘it is necessary to be absolutely
modern’), wrote the French poet Rimbaud – but modern in what sense?
Matei Calinescu has identified ‘two distinct and bitterly conflicting
modernities’ whose opposition came to the surface at some point in the
first half of the ninteenth century. It was then that there took place the
split in modernity’s soul between modernity as a social and political
project and modernity as an aesthetic concept. On the one side science,
reason, progress, industrialism; on the other a passionate denial and
rejection of these, in favour of sentiment, intuition and the free play of
the imagination. On the one side ‘bourgeois’ modernity; on the other
cultural modernity, ‘with its outright rejection of bourgeois modernity,
its consuming negative passion’ (Calinescu 1987: 41–2).

Certainly it can be argued that the culture of modernity has been sub-
versive of the idea of modernity from the start. Literature and the arts
have been at the centre of that ‘adversary culture’ – that ‘bitter line of
hostility to [modern] civilization’ – that Lionel Trilling sees as the hall-
mark of the modern age that began in the late eighteenth century (1967:
12, 19; cf. Kolakowski 1990: 11). Daniel Bell similarly sees a radical
disjunction between the ‘functional rationality’ of the ‘techno-economic
order’ of modern society and the anarchic and hedonistic impulse
towards ‘self-realization and self-fulfilment’ that is the principle of its
culture. In its ceaseless search for a ‘new sensibility’ of ever more intense
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and more complete modes of self-fulfilment, cultural modernity subverts
the rational disciplined order that is the basis of the economy and the
polity (Bell 1976: 14, 34).

The most obvious evidence of this early enmity – what Bell calls the
‘cultural contradictions’ of capitalist modernity – is the movement of
European Romanticism, which can be dated from the late eighteenth to
the mid-nineteenth centuries. The rehabilitation of the Middle Ages, and
of the past generally, in the novels of Sir Walter Scott and the writings
of Friedrich Schlegel, Burke, Chateaubriand and de Maistre; the claims
on behalf of feeling and the imagination in the poetry of Blake,
Wordsworth, Coleridge, Shelley, Keats and Byron; the fascination with
violence and the exotic in the painting of Géricault and Delacroix: all
these familiar features of Romanticism pitted it against the leading 
principles of modernity as expounded by the Enlightenment. Reason
was opposed by the imagination, artifice by the natural, objectivity by
subjectivity, calculation by spontaneity, the mundane by the visionary,
the world-view of science by the appeal to the uncanny and the super-
natural. The Romantic sensibility was the essential basis of the whole
strand of moral and cultural criticism of industrialism that, in England,
ran in the line from Blake and Coleridge, through Carlyle, Dickens,
Arnold and Ruskin, to Morris and Lawrence (Williams 1963). An
important aspect of this tradition was the recovery of past forms of
experience in the life of pre-modern society, especially the Middle Ages.
If modernity meant a sharp break with the past, and a decisive orien-
tation towards the future, then Romanticism seemed inclined to find in
the past the resources by which to criticize an inhuman and uncreative
present.

So powerful and comprehensive a counter-movement to modernity
have some critics found Romanticism that they have tended to see later
movements, such as modernism and even post-modernism, as mere foot-
notes to the original impulse. Frank Kermode, for instance, treats the
poet W. B. Yeats, who in most accounts is a central figure in the canon
of modernism, as the exemplary Romantic (Kermode 1961). But this
may lead us to ignore some other, equally distinctive, features of Roman-
ticism. Romanticism, we should remember, was revolutionary not
simply in its formal innovations but to a good extent, certainly in its
early stages, in its social and political outlook as well. Many of the
Romantic poets, such as Wordsworth and Shelley, were enthusiasts for
the French Revolution, and looked forward fervently to a future of
freedom, equality and justice. Byron, fighting for the Greeks against the
Turks, gave his life for the new cause of nationalism, and became a
nationalist hero throughout Europe. There was a strong utopian, even
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millennial, current in Romanticism that made it see its age as a time of
new beginnings and boundless possibilities. In all these ways Romanti-
cism went not against but along with the ideas and sentiments of moder-
nity. Even the stress on subjectivity and the individual, which some have
seen as most typical of the Romantic spirit, was by no means foreign
to the modern mind. On the contrary, for some theorists it is precisely
modernity’s elevation of the ideal of the autonomous, self-determing
individual, constantly re-making himself, that has led to the ‘double
bind’ that it has imposed on itself (Bell 1976: 16).

In some of its expressions Romanticism came even closer to what
many have seen as the characteristically modern attitude. This derived
from the understanding of Romanticism as the aesthetically relevant
aspects of Christian as opposed to pagan civilization. In such works as
Chateaubriand’s The Genius of Christianity (1802), the poetic and
sublime elements of Christian art and thought – as seen, for instance,
in the Gothic – were favourably contrasted with the rule-governed 
formalism and abstract rationalism of the world of classical antiquity.
Eighteenth-century neo-classicism, the cultural style of the ‘Augustan
Age’, had resumed the striving after universal ideals of beauty charac-
teristic of ancient thought. In reacting against it, Romanticism, taking
its cue from the romances, legends and epics of the Christian Middle
Ages, put its stress on the ‘interesting’, the peculiar, the individual and
the heroic. It focused on the historically specific and concrete, on all the
variety and particularity of the life of the age. As against the universal
and the timeless it concerned itself with the relative and the temporal.
Romanticism in this sense is, declared the French novelist Stendhal, ‘le
beau idéal moderne.’ It is the awareness of contemporary life, of moder-
nity. In his book Racine and Shakespeare (1823) Stendhal defined
‘romanticisme’ as ‘the art of presenting to the peoples literary works
which, in view of the present-day state of their customs and beliefs,
afford them the utmost possible pleasure.’

Calinescu has called this statement ‘a kind of first draft of Baude-
laire’s theory of modernity . . . [F]or Stendhal the concept of romanti-
cism embodies the notions of change, relativity, and, above all,
presentness, which makes its meaning coincide to a large extent with
what Baudelaire would call four decades later “la modernité”. Roman-
ticism, simply put, is the sense of the present conveyed artistically’ 
(Calinescu 1987: 39–40). Add to this that Stendhal considered that the
romantic artist would encounter great prejudices, and that he would
need ‘much courage’ in confronting the artistic shibboleths of his time,
and we can see that we have almost arrived at the concept of the avant-
garde which is normally so firmly associated with late-nineteenth
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century modernism. The upshot of all this is paradoxical. Romanticism
here is made to appear – as Kermode also argues – the parent of mod-
ernism. But at the same time both it and modernism are seen as close
to the very aspects of modernity – as presentness, as ordinary everyday
life – that they are generally held to have so vehemently protested
against.

The paradox, or the ambiguity, has to do with the great importance
of Charles Baudelaire, the French critic and poet, in the theory of moder-
nity. Marshall Berman says that he ‘did more than anyone in the nine-
teenth century to make the men and women of his century aware of
themselves as moderns’ (Berman 1983: 132). In the writings on moder-
nity, no work is more frequently cited and quoted than his great essay,
‘The Painter of Modern Life’ (1863). Yet equally no work has been more
frequently misrepresented. Baudelaire is said to celebrate the condition
of modernity. He is a praiser of his own times, the ‘lyric poet in the era
of high capitalism’. He champions the painter of modern life, as against
the academic painters of historical and mythological scenes. He delights
in the life of the modern city, and in city types, such as the flâneur and
the dandy. He is, on this view, on the side of the moderns against the
ancients; he can be enlisted in the ranks of the prophets of modernity,
along with such of his fellow countrymen as Condorcet, Constant,
Saint-Simon and Comte.

But this account squares oddly with Baudelaire the admirer of Edgar
Allan Poe and the author of Les Fleurs du Mal, the aesthete and deca-
dent who in his later years was well-known for his implacable hostility
to Positivism and the Idea of Progress. This hardly puts him on the side
of Enlightenment modernity. It puts him, if anywhere, more fittingly
among the modernists, for whom he has indeed always been a hero.
This suggests as much a revulsion against modernity as a celebration of
it. Once more we are led to examine the complex interplay between
modernity and modernism, the positive faith and the negative passion.

For Baudelaire, the modern is the romantic. Here he follows Stend-
hal; here he seems to glorify the modern. In the ‘Salon of 1846’ he says
that ‘romanticism may be defined as the most up to date and the most
modern expression of beauty.’ The great artist of the day will be he who
shows ‘the greatest degree of romanticism possible’. This means a res-
olute rejection of the past: ‘To call oneself a romantic and to fix one’s
gaze systematically on the past is contradictory.’ The modern world, and
especially the modern city, offers ‘a new and particular species of beauty
that is neither that of Achilles nor that of Agamemnon. Parisian life is
rich in poetic and wonderful subjects. The marvellous envelops and 
saturates us like the atmosphere . . .’ At the end of the ‘Salon of 1845’
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he had complained that the painters of the day remained transfixed by
traditional subjects and ignored ‘the heroism of modern life [that] 
surrounds and presses in on us’. ‘The true painter we’re looking for will
be one who can snatch from the life of today its epic quality, and make
us feel how great and poetic we are in our cravats and our patent-leather
boots.’ The ‘Salon of 1846’ ends with a paean to a modern writer who
has done just that, and who therefore stands as an example to modern
painters of how to portray ‘modern beauty’.

The heroes of the Iliad do not so much as reach up to your ankles . . .
oh! Honoré de Balzac, you the most heroic and the most remarkable, the
most romantic and the most poetical of all the characters you have drawn
from your heart. (Baudelaire 1981: 107; see also 46, 51–2)

But if Balzac is romantic, so too is Delacroix, the artist who Baude-
laire consistently championed throughout his life as the most romantic
and therefore the best of the modern painters. Yet Delacroix conspicu-
ously does not paint scenes of modern life. He chooses instead literary
subjects, drawn especially from the works of Virgil and Dante. Or he
paints exotic, Oriental scenes, some historical, some based on his visits
to North Africa. At times he eschews human life altogether, preferring
to portray the epic life of the animal world. In what sense then is
Delacroix a romantic, and how is that related to modernity?

The answer is supplied when Baudelaire remarks that ‘it is possible
to make romantics of Romans and Greeks, if one is a romantic oneself’
(Baudelaire 1981: 52). Here is a different, and deeper, sense of roman-
ticism than a concern with modern life; or rather it expresses a concern
with modern life in a different way. Romanticism in this conception is
not so much a period, a historical epoch, nor is it even a style. It is
rather an attitude of mind, and even more of feeling, peculiar to the
modern age. Delacroix is a romantic and a modern because he displays
qualities of intensity, imagination and passion – shown especially in his
brilliant use of colour – that speak directly to the modern experience
and outlook (Baudelaire 1981: 59–76). Given this attitude, and these
abilities, an artist can display a modern romantic sensibility in his treat-
ment of practically any subject, ancient or modern, from literature or
from life, from nature or society.

It is with this dual concept of romanticism in mind that we need to
approach Baudelaire’s discussion of modernity in ‘The Painter of
Modern Life’. In this essay Baudelaire certainly heaps praise upon the
painter Constantin Guys for his vivacious painting of contemporary
scenes – whether of fashionable Parisian ladies at their pleasure, the
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crowds in the streets, or the military in the Crimea during the recent
war with Russia. Part of the pleasure we derive from the representation
of the present, says Baudelaire, is due ‘to its essential quality of being
the present.’ Guys gives us this pleasure. He reminds us that beauty is
not ‘a unique and absolute’ thing, but is ‘always and inevitably com-
pounded of two elements’. There is the element that is ‘eternal and
invariable’, and there is a ‘relative circumstantial element, which we may
like to call . . . contemporaneity, fashion, morality, passion. Without this
second element, which is like the amusing, teasing, appetite-whetting
coating of the divine cake, the first element would be indigestible, taste-
less, unadapted and inappropriate to human nature’ (Baudelaire 1981:
392). Guys serves up the divine cake suitably sugared. A man of the
world, a lover of life, ‘he watches the flow of life move by, majestic and
dazzling. He admires the eternal beauty and the astonishing harmony
of life in the capital cities . . .’ (Baudelaire 1981: 400).

But Guys is praised for more than his eye for the dazzingly variegated
surface of modern life. His pictures are shown to have a ‘moral fecun-
dity’ that reveal the truth of things beneath the appearance; he is con-
cerned to display the ideal or the type that underlies the particular scene
of private or public life. Baudelaire at one point compares him to Balzac,
whom he describes as ‘the painter of the fleeting moment and of all that
it suggests of the eternal’ (1981: 394). This is what the modern painter
is after, or should be after. ‘The aim for him is to extract from fashion
the poetry that resides in its historical envelope, to distil the eternal from
the transitory’ (1981: 402).

What this seems to mean is that modernity is only one aspect of what
the painter, or any other artist, should be concerned with. This is made
clear in the famous and much-quoted statement that appears soon after:
‘Modernity is the transient, the fleeting, the contingent; it is one half of
art, the other being the eternal and the immovable.’ Not only does this
separate the modern from the eternal, leaving it to the artist to marry
the two in the achieved work of art. It also makes it clear that moder-
nity for Baudelaire is essentially an aesthetic, not a historical, category.
Every age has its ‘modernity’; there was, says Baudelaire, ‘a form of
modernity for every painter of the past’. Every artist, at all times, has
to seek to represent the modern, the specific look and feel of his or her
own age. Every artist must incorporate in their work ‘the transitory
fleeting element’ or else risk falling into ‘the emptiness of an abstract
and indefinable beauty’ (1981: 403).

We need to see that, however acceptable this may be as aesthetic
theory, it is distinctly problematic as an element in most general theo-
ries of modernity. These have focused on modernity as a historical
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period, as an age – our age – with specific historical and sociological
characteristics. But, as Berman says, Baudelaire’s concept ‘empties the
idea of modernity of all its specific weight, its concrete historical
content. It makes any and all times “modern times”; ironically, by
spreading modernity through all history, it leads us away from the
special qualities of our own modern history’ (Berman 1983: 133).

We should of course beware of imposing our own preconceptions
about modernity on others. It is perfectly proper for Baudelaire to be
concerned with modernity as an aesthetic problem, even though neither
he nor we can separate this entirely from the character of the age. It is
interesting that at just about the same time the English critic and poet
Matthew Arnold was advancing a similarly timeless concept of the
modern, although with a broader social and cultural content than in the
case of Baudelaire. In his inaugural lecture as Professor of Poetry at
Oxford, entitled ‘On the Modern Element in Literature’ (1857), Arnold
identified the modern with certain general intellectual and civic virtues
which he purported to find conjoined at various times in European
history. The modern element in literature, he argued, is not the product
of mere contemporaneity but of attitude, the attitude of ‘a significant,
a highly-developed, a culminating epoch’ (Arnold 1970: 60). A society
is modern when it is tolerant, rational, critical and sufficiently possessed
of the conveniences of life to allow the development of taste. By this
definition Arnold finds Periclean Athens – ‘in spite of its antiquity’ – to
be more modern than the England of Elizabeth, and Thucydides a more
modern historian than Raleigh. By this definition we might equally judge
the eighteenth century to be more modern than the nineteenth, and both
more so than our own twentieth century. Arnold, in constructing so nor-
mative or prescriptive a concept of the modern, clearly meant to urge
its qualities upon the society and culture of his own day. But what he
emphatically does not do, and what his concept does not allow us to
do, is to identify the modern with ‘the modern age’, that is, with the
particular characteristics of the historical period that has come into
being most recently.

No more than Baudelaire can Arnold be faulted for this. The danger
comes when such aesthetic or normative characterizations of modernity
are lifted out of context and offered as historical or sociological descrip-
tions of the modern age. That this has not happened so much to Arnold
is partly because his concept is less well known, but more probably
because it is less serviceable for most current purposes. Baudelaire, on
the other hand, has suffered horribly from this fate. Whether he is seen
as a celebrator of his age, or a critic of it, or both, he is thought to be
an eminently suitable source of significant commentary on it. Again and
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again scraps from ‘The Painter of Modern Life’ and other writings are
quoted in support of the view that modern society is fragmented and
dislocated, that it has made some radical rupture with the past, that it
is the theatre of ‘the transient, the fleeting and the contingent’. More
recently, and relying on much the same passages, Baudelaire has been
pressed into the service of theories of post-modernity.

There can be no question of Baudelaire’s importance in the theory of
modernity. But there has to be a far greater awareness of the complex-
ity of his attitude towards the modern. He at once admired the bour-
geois and damned him. He fought for the Republic, even for socialism,
then turned against both. He thrived on the life of the city and, like
Guys, immersed himself in its crowds ‘as though into an enormous reser-
voir of electricity’. But he could turn on that same city and those same
crowds his unmitigated spleen (Clark 1973: passim; Berman 1983:
131–71).

Certainly there was no simple endorsement of his own age. Increas-
ingly in fact Baudelaire distanced himself from what he saw as the dom-
inant tendencies of the time. In finding a fellow-spirit in the American
writer Edgar Allan Poe he saw himself as assailed by the same forces as
had overwhelmed Poe. America was the outstanding example of the new
type of modern society. It was utilitarian and materialist. It worshipped
democracy and the rule of ‘public opinion’ – creating, according to
Baudelaire, a ‘new form of tyranny, the tyranny of beasts or zoocracy.’
It believed in the idea of progress, ‘that grand heresy of decrepitude’, ‘a
kind of ecstasy for mugs’. Baudelaire joined himself to Poe in his fear
of ‘the rising tide of democracy which spreads everywhere and reduces
everything to the same level.’

Prominent among its victims would be that admired social type, the
dandy, which Baudelaire saw as ‘the last flicker of heroism in decadent
ages’. It was this belief in the hero, which he shared with Balzac, that
according to Walter Benjamin ultimately puts both of them ‘in opposi-
tion to Romanticism’ – against, in other words, the spirit of their age
(Benjamin 1973: 74; see also Baudelaire 1981: 163–6, 191–4, 421–2;
Berman 1983: 138–42; Calinescu 1987: 55–8).

The Ambivalence of Modernity

Baudelaire’s ambivalence towards the modern – what Berman calls his
‘pastoral’ and ‘counter-pastoral’ images of modernity – increases rather
than diminishes his importance in the theory of modernity. Moderniza-
tion – the social and economic processes of modernity – from the very
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beginning gave rise to modernism, the cultural critique of modernity.
Rousseau, often said to be the first thinker to embody the modern sen-
sibility, is best remembered for his passionate revolt against the ratio-
nalizing tendencies of modernity. Marx, the great theorist of capitalist
modernity, was struck by the paradox that ‘in our days everything seems
pregnant with its contrary’: material advance side by side with spiritual
impoverishment, scientific knowledge alongside mass ignorance, the
conquest of nature accompanied by the enslavement of men. ‘We might
even say,’ remarks Marshall Berman in his splendid study of this
paradox, ‘that to be fully modern is to be anti-modern: from Marx’s
and Dostoevsky’s time to our own, it has been impossible to grasp and
embrace the modern world’s potentialities without loathing and fight-
ing against some of its most palpable realities’ (Berman 1983: 14; cf.
Anderson 1984: 104–6; Jameson 1992: 304).

Lionel Trilling has pointed to the changeability of the concept of the
modern, its fluidity, so much so that it can swing round in meaning until
it is facing in the opposite direction (Trilling 1967: 29). This has by no
means been a unilinear process. The early revolts against modernity, in
Rousseau, Romanticism and other developments of the early nineteenth
century, yield nothing to later examples in their force and clarity. But,
as we have seen with Romanticism, there is a real sense in which they
have not given up hope. The modern world can be redeemed, and this
will be in part with modernity’s own tools, reason and revolution. For
most of the first half of the nineteenth century, this confidence remained
strong. In the writings for instance of Hegel and his successors, includ-
ing Marx, the modern world is subjected to a rigorous and critical
scrutiny. Its failings are exposed and denounced. But this is accompa-
nied by the uncovering of those tendencies, equally modern, that will
overcome those faults and deliver humanity into a new world of
freedom and self-fulfilment.

The cultural critique of modernity increases in intensity with the
progress of the nineteenth century. Or rather we might better say that
the element of hope seems to diminish, and there is a corresponding
increase in the element of despair, amounting sometimes to a kind of
nihilism. This can be seen partly in the writings of Kierkegaard and Niet-
zsche, although they had to wait until the end of the nineteenth century
for real appreciation. It can also be found in the writings of Dostoevsky,
although here the Russian context makes it less easy to see him as rep-
resentative of currents in Europe as a whole. More representative in this
sense was the English poet and critic Matthew Arnold, with his fear of
democracy, and his alarm at the effects on culture of the domination of
society by the commercial middle classes, the ‘Philistines’. Similar fears
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were voiced by the Swiss historian of culture, Jakob Burckhardt. The
melancholy of both these thinkers, their stoicism in the face of what
they clearly see as a lost cause, goes well beyond what one might be
inclined to call the ‘aesthetic’ melancholy of Romantics such as Byron.

But it was the French, in the writings and persons of novelists and
poets such as Flaubert, Baudelaire, Rimbaud and Verlaine, who most
powerfully expressed the new mood of pessimism, cynicism, disgust and
despair. In their personal lives this often took the form of exercises in
what Rimbaud called ‘the derangement of the senses’, involving alco-
holic excess and experiments with drugs and unorthodox forms of
sexual behaviour. In their artistic works their feelings were expressed in
radical experiments with form and new kinds of subject-matter. To their
successors they bequeathed Symbolism, Imagism, Naturalism and even,
in the last works of Flaubert, something approaching the ‘anti-novel’.
They, together with their counterparts in painting, the Impressionists,
have in other words good claims to be regarded as the fathers of the
movement of modernism that flourished between about 1890 and 1930.

Jean Baudrillard considers Baudelaire’s ‘The Painter of Modern Life’
as ‘the bridge between romanticism and contemporary modernity’.
Modernism can, as we have noted, be seen as late Romanticism. But it
goes so much further in its assault on modernity that we are entitled to
regard it as something almost qualitatively different. There is a com-
prehensiveness in its sweeping rejection of all the idols of modernity that
marks something new. In tone and manner there is a new urgency and
fierceness, a savage desire deliberately to flout and offend. Baudelaire,
says Baudrillard, introduces an ‘aesthetic of rupture’, a freeing of sub-
jectivity and a ceaseless quest for the new. He is also responsible for the
phenomenon of the cultural avantgarde, with its hostility towards 
all the received forms in the arts and, more generally, towards ‘the
authority and legitimacy of the received models of fashion, sexuality
and social conduct’ (Baudrillard 1987a: 68).

What is modernism? We can get an initial idea by simply setting out
the principal names and aspirations in the period normally associated
with modernism, the 1890s to the 1920s. In poetry there are Mallarmé,
Valéry, Rilke, Yeats, Eliot, Pound and Stevens. These are associated with
new metrics and modes like vers libre; they also radically develop the
symbol and the image. They express too a sense of the crisis of language
– a sense characteristic also of the modernist novelists, among whom
one would include Proust, Kafka, Musil, Joyce, Wolf, Lawrence and
Faulkner. The novelists raised questions about the traditional represen-
tations of reality. They broke with both Realism and Naturalism – 
themselves generally regarded as inventions of modernity – to introduce
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such techniques as the ‘stream of consciousness’, and to oppose stan-
dard ideas of plot and narrative. In drama Ibsen, Strindberg, Pirandello
and Brecht challenged the technical conventions of the stage and, even
more, the subjects traditionally treated by playwrights. They rejected
the standard idea of character as whole and finished, showing instead
multiple, frequently contradictory levels of personality and states of
mind. In the Preface to Miss Julie (1888) Strindberg said that because
his figures were ‘modern characters’ he had deliberately made them
‘uncertain, disintegrated’.

My characters are conglomerations of past and present stages of civiliza-
tion, bits from books and newspapers, scraps of humanity, rags and tatters
of fine clothing, patched together as is the human soul. (in McFarlane
1976: 81)

Fragmentation was also the effect, if not precisely the intention, of
the musical innovations of the ‘Second Viennese School’, Schoenberg,
Berg and Webern. Atonality and dissonance dissolved the expected 
regularities of harmony, leaving the listener unsettled and uncertain; the
twelve-note system produced an effect severely at odds with the buoy-
ancy and melodic flow of both classicism and romanticism. Fragmen-
tation – of the figure, of the personality – also seemed the aim of the
Cubist revolution in painting led by Picasso and Braque. In their pic-
tures and collages human figures were composed literally of ‘bits from
books and newspapers’; in their relation to their social and natural envi-
ronments these figures were shown, not as separated from them, as in
naturalistic conventions of representation, but merged and dissolved in
them – if, indeed, they were discernibly human at all.

It was not, of course, only in the arts that modernist tendencies
asserted themselves. In the whole realm of philosophical, psychological,
social and political thought the ground could be heard quaking 
and cracking. The dominant strands of rationalism, positivism and 
utilitarianism all came under attack. In the writings of Pareto, Mosca,
Sorel, Le Bon, William James and Wallas, all the customary assump-
tions about political motivation and behaviour were questioned. Men
were far from being simply the self-interested, utility-seeking, pleasure-
maximizing, rational creatures of standard nineteenth-century political
and economic theory. The attack on reason, the central tenet of moder-
nity, was even more profound in the case of Freud and Bergson. The
‘dethronement of reason’, the revelation of the forces of the irrational
and the unconscious, was perhaps the most devastating of the blows
that modernism inflicted on modernity. It left the way open for the 
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investigation, and to some extent the re-legitimation, of the forces of
religion and mythology, and other ‘pre-modern’ forms, in the writings
of Frazer, Durkheim and Weber. Modern society no longer looked so
very different from ‘primitive’ or archaic societies. Freud in addition put
a gigantic question mark against the modern idea of progress. Civiliza-
tion, and a fortiori modern civilization was, he suggested, achieved at
the cost of enormous psychic suffering and enfeeblement. This, in a dif-
ferent form, was also the message of Friedrich Nietzsche. Nietzsche,
largely neglected up till this time, found an enthusiastic reception when
in the late 1880s his work was drawn to the attention of the educated
European public by the Danish critic Georg Brandes. His characteristic
ideas seem to sum up some of the principal themes of the modernist
movement in moral and social philosophy.

His apocalyptic vision, his profound conviction that the history of man
had arrived at a point of destiny, at the terminus of a long era of civi-
lization, and that all human values must be subjected to total revision
found a reverberant echo in the aspirations of western man in these years.
By his violent assault on the tenets of Christianity, his advocacy of what
Brandes . . . defined as his ‘aristocratic radicalism’, his ruthless question-
ing of the nineteenth century’s idées reçus, his total repudiation of tradi-
tional morality, he won a response from the generations of the fin-de-siècle
and the First World War which gave him a uniquely influential role in the
Modernist period. (McFarlane 1976: 79; see also generally Hughes 1958;
Masur 1966; Bullock 1976; Biddiss 1977; Anderson 1984; Hobsbawm
1987: 219–275)5

We should remember the claim for Nietzsche as the prophet of 
modernism when we encounter him, as we frequently do, as the prophet
of post-modernism. This suggests a degree of continuity, perhaps even
of identity, between the two styles that is also strongly suggested by
some other characteristic movements of modernism. These were the
ones where the revolt against modernity was most spectacular, and most
caught the popular imagination. Dadaism, which began during the First
World War, reflected something of the disenchanted mood of the time
but turned it into an exuberant, outrageous assault on all the official
ideas and institutions that had conspired to produce the mess. The rage
was directed however not at politics but at Art, the sacred cow of the
establishment. The aim was to desacralize art, to question its purpose
and its very possibility in these modern times. In the ‘readymades’ of
Marcel Duchamp, Francis Picabia’s representation of men and women
as functionless machines, and the aggressive iconoclasm of Tristan
Tzara’s manifestos, the desire to mock and shock bourgeois taste and
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sensibility was carried to extravagant lengths. Irony and absurdity,
scandal and subversion were the techniques by which the Dadaists
sought to cure the age of its madness and restore a lost purity.

Surrealism, which borrowed both people and techniques from
Dadaism, turned these ideas in a more political direction. For the 
Surrealists what was most hateful about modernity was its utilitarian-
ism, and its capitulation to what Freud called the ‘reality principle’, as
against the claims of the ‘pleasure principle’. It had dehumanized exis-
tence by its acceptance of routine and its renunciation of desire and plea-
sure. It had deified reason and science and relegated fantasy and the
imagination to the margins of society, as the sphere of children, primi-
tives and the insane. Somewhat like the Romantics, Surrealists such as
Breton, Aragon, Dali and Buñuel aimed to show that the fantastic was
as real as the reality revealed by modern science. They took up Freud’s
ideas about the dream to turn it into a paradigm of the duality of human
existence, a compound of logic and fantasy, conscious and unconscious
processes. They celebrated pleasure and the imagination, exploring the
erotic and the sensual and finding in magic and madness suppressed
strengths and resources.

It has been argued that, ‘for all its affinities with the past’, 
Surrealism was ‘an essentially modern aspiration’ (Short 1976: 308).
This is shown partly by the commitment of some of its followers to
communism. Certainly it remained sufficiently potent and long-lasting
to surface again as the main inspiration of the Situationists who, mar-
rying Marx and Freud, elaborated a thoroughly modern idea of revo-
lution in the events of May 1968 in Paris (Kumar 1988d). Generally it
is right to stress that modernism was no simple rejection of modernity;
it was rather a reaction, a critical response to it. In some of its aspects,
as in Futurism and Constructivism, it showed a fascination and almost
an obsession with the modern (Nash 1974). The charge here was that
modern society was not modern enough. It was ‘inauthentically’
modern. It was too cautious, too cowardly, to accept all the implica-
tions of modernity. It preferred to harbour past relics, so preventing the
realization of modernity’s full potential.

Nowhere was this criticism so persuasively put, and so effectively
practised, as in the Modern Movement in architecture. Modernist 
architecture was the clearest link between cultural modernism and the
eighteenth-century idea of modernity. It denounced the age for its timid-
ity and nostalgia, its constant revival of past styles, as in neo-classicism
and neo-Gothicism. There had to be an architecture for the modern age,
one that was in tune with modern life and modern technology. Inspired,
oddly enough, by William Morris and the Arts and Crafts movement –
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usually thought of as a reversion to medievalism – modernist architects
turned to new materials and new ideas of design.6 They wished to work
with truly modern materials – steel, glass, concrete. They wanted their
buildings, and the cities they planned, to reflect the modern idea of
reason. They should be based on scientific, universal principles. Form
should reflect function; there was to be no useless ornamentation. In the
work of Sullivan, Wright, Loos, Le Corbusier, Gropius and Mies van
der Rohe, much of it incorporated in the practice of the Bauhaus,
founded by Gropius in 1919; in cities such as Chicago and New York,
modern buildings took on the familiar and characteristic features of the
‘International Style’: geometric, rectangular, streamlined (Scully 1961;
Hitchcock 1968: Pevsner 1975).7

Modernism in architecture is important for our story because it was
principally in architecture that the claims for ‘post-modernism’ were first
seriously made. Hence post-modernism can be understood to some
extent as a reaction against the kind of modernism represented by 
modernist architecture. But architecture is also important within the
story of modernism itself. It indicates in the clearest possible way the
diversity of modernism, its mix of conflicting and often contradictory
tendencies. It could denounce the ‘inauthentic’ present in the name of
the future, as in Futurism and Constructivism; and it could with equal
force do so in the name of the past, as in the appeal to a time of lost
wholeness in the novels of Proust, or to a former ‘organic community’
in the poetry of T. S. Eliot (not to mention in much, especially German,
social theory of the time). It could attack reason and science, as in
Dadaism and Surrealism, and it could embrace them with passion, as in
Malevich’s Suprematism and the de stijl and Bauhaus movements. It
could at once reject modern technology and the industrial way of life,
as in the primitivist painting of Henri Rousseau and the novels of D. H.
Lawrence, and at the same time glory in them, as in Futurism and mod-
ernist architecture. It could celebrate the life of the modern city, as in
much of the painting and architecture of the time, and equally find there
desolation, isolation and alienation, as in Munch’s paintings and the
writings of Joyce and Eliot. It aimed to lift art and culture out of history,
to make them timeless; and it simultaneously claimed that its works were
the most intensely living expressions of its own, modern, times.8 

The Austrian poet Hugo von Hofmannsthal wrote in 1893: ‘Today,
two things seem to be modern: the analysis of life and the flight from
life . . .’ There was an urge to dissect, to understand all phenomena of
nature and of the mind in the most ruthlessly scientific way. At the same
time there was a profound revulsion from this, an ‘instinctive, almost
somnambulistic surrender’ to dream and fantasy, a desire to escape from
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the modern world (McFarlane 1976: 71). The position was even more
complicated in that the two things often co-existed in the same person,
or the same movement. There could be in the selfsame expression both
the embrace of modernity and the rejection of it. Joyce and Baudelaire
revelled in the city life that they also damned. Cubism was both a cri-
tique of modernity and a fascinated exploration of modern, scientific,
ways of seeing. Frazer and Freud showed reason to be engaged in a 
perpetual struggle with the irrational, and urged that we respect the
claims of myth and the unconscious; they themselves remained firm
rationalists, convinced of the rightness of reason and the need for it to
prevail. Modernism, like Romanticism, had a split soul. But the split
was deeper and more neurotic, as befitted a fin-de-siècle mood that
could not escape a sense of crisis, a conviction that there was to be a
cataclysmic end of things, even though this would be the prelude to new
beginnings.

If there is a persistent world-view it is one we should have to call 
apocalyptic; the modernism of the Nineties has a recognisable touch of
this, if decadence, hope of renovation, the sense of transition, the sense
of an ending or the trembling of the veil, are accepted as its signs. At such
times there is a notable urgency in the proclamation of a break with the
immediate past, a stimulating sense of crisis, of an historical licence for
the New. (Kermode 1968: 2)

Modernism then had its own kind of confidence, its feeling of 
exhilaration in the midst of cultural despair. Its fascination with the new
put it on the side of progress, and so connected it up with one of the
central ideas of modernity. But the charge is made that this very obses-
sion with novelty eventually broke that connection. Change came to be
viewed as desirable for its own sake, rather than as the means towards
the realization of greater freedom or more complete self-expression.
Modernity, which had been defined as a ‘break with tradition’, itself
became a tradition, the ‘tradition of the new’. Under the impress of mod-
ernism, modernity came to be no more than endless innovation: endless
changes of style, endless cycles of fashion. ‘Bit by bit,’ says Baudrillard,
‘[modernity] loses all the substantial value of progress which underlay
it at the beginning, in order to become an aesthetic of change for
change’s sake . . . At the limit, it merges purely and simply with fashion,
which is at the same time the end/aim [la fin] of modernity’ (Baudrillard
1987a: 68–9; see also Rosenberg 1970: 23–4).

The end of modernity? Post-modernity? This clearly calls for a new
chapter.
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6

Modernity and Post-Modernity (II):
The Idea of Post-Modernity

It is comforting . . . and a source of profound relief to think that man is only a recent inven-
tion, a figure not yet two centuries old, a new wrinkle in our knowledge, and that he will
disappear again as soon as that knowledge has discovered a new form.

Michel Foucault (1970: xxiii)

Let us wage a war on totality; let us be witnesses to the unpresentable; let us activate the
differences and save the honour of the name.

Jean-François Lyotard (1984b: 82)

Post-modernity is modernity without the hopes and dreams which made modernity 
bearable.

Dick Hebdige (1988: 195)

Post-Modernity and Post-Modernism

For modernity, it is possible, without stretching customary usage too
far, to distinguish between ‘modernity’ and ‘modernism’. This is useful
in separating a largely political or ideological from a largely cultural or
aesthetic concept of modernity. They overlap, of course, as we have seen
especially in the case of architecture and urbanism. But there is suffi-
cient tension between them, amounting at times to outright divergence,
to make it helpful to consider modernity in this dual aspect.

The same does not apply to the idea of post-modernity. There is no
tradition of use that we can fall back on to distinguish in any consist-
ent way between ‘post-modernity’ and ‘post-modernism’. Both are used
more or less interchangeably. One might prefer, on the analogy with
modernity, to keep post-modernity for the more general social and po-
litical concept, and post-modernism for its cultural equivalent. But this
flies in the face of current usage, which refuses to make so sharp an 
analytical distinction – refuses, in most cases, to make any distinction
at all.

This in itself tells us something important about the idea of post-
modernity. It breaks down the dividing-lines between the different
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realms of society – political, economic, social and cultural. This is not
new in principle. Nineteenth-century sociology, in the writings for
instance of Marx and Durkheim, made its main contribution to the
study of society by insisting on just this interconnection of realms.
Marx’s ‘base’ and ‘superstructure’ model, linking politics, religion and
culture to the economic life of society, is the clearest example of this.

But post-modern theory goes beyond this. For despite sociology’s
concern with the social organism or the social system as a whole, it was
in practice possible to regard modern society as sufficiently differenti-
ated to make it useful to consider its parts or ‘sub-systems’ as relatively
autonomous. For some sociologists, such as Herbert Spencer and Talcott
Parsons, it was indeed one of the achievements of modernity so to dif-
ferentiate society that different principles might apply in the different
realms. The principle of ‘achievement’ and the ethos of utilitarianism,
for instance, might dominate the economic system, while in the family
and the kinship system ‘ascription’ and expressivity came into their own.
For Parsons and his followers – implicitly criticizing the Marxists on
this point – it was precisely in this differentiation and separation of
spheres that modern society achieved its freedom and flexibility. It was
in this that it most clearly distanced itself from the ‘mechanical soli-
darity’, the rigid integration of parts around a central core of values,
that following Durkheim’s influential account was held to characterize
traditional societies.

Post-modern theory reverses this, once more collapsing the deferent
realms into each other (cf. Lash 1990: 11). But the way it does this is
different from both the conventional treatment of traditional society and
sociology’s account of the functionally integrated nature of modern
society. The irreducible pluralism and diversity of contemporary society
is not denied. That is what makes it modern as opposed to traditional.
But that pluralism is not ordered and integrated according to any dis-
cernible principle. There is not, or at least no longer, any controlling
and directing force to give it shape and meaning – neither in the
economy, as Marxists had argued, nor in the polity, as liberals had
thought, nor even, as conservatives had urged, in history and tradition.
There is simply a more or less random, directionless flux across all
sectors of society. The boundaries between them are dissolved, leading
however not to a neo-primitivist wholeness but to a post-modern con-
dition of fragmentation.

If there is a privileged sector, or at least a privileged discourse, among
post-modernists, it appears to be cultural. That is perhaps why in the
literature one more frequently encounters the term ‘post-modernism’
than ‘post-modernity’. It suggests, what is largely true, that the impulse
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to post-modern theory came orginally from the cultural sphere, and that
its principal concern was cultural modernism. It was then picked up by
other thinkers – not to mention the mass media – leading to an ever-
widening circle of social life being pronounced post-modern.

In the process elements of other theories, first elaborated elsewhere,
were incorporated in post-modern theory. The theory of post-industrial
society, usually associated with Daniel Bell, was one of the first to be
absorbed. This highlighted the key role of knowledge in post-modern
society, though the post-modernists see this in a quite different way from
Bell’s highly modernist, rationalist view of it. They similarly distance
themselves from the euphoria that marks most accounts – Bell’s included
– of the information society, though sharing that theory’s view of the
importance of computers and the new forms of communication. Post-
Fordism also features strongly in post-modern theory, especially in the
stress on decentralization and dispersal, and the renewed importance of
place. Once more though post-modernists reject the Marxist framework
that generally goes with this approach.1

It would be wrong to see post-modern theory simply as a case of
unashamed borrowing. As a powerful current of thought it has itself
directly contributed to the sense of an ending, or of a new direction,
which is to be found in other theories. The problem with it is of a rather
different kind. Post-modern theory is as outrageously eclectic in its
sources as it is synthetic and even syncretic in its expressions. This is
one reason for its popularity; it is also the reason why it is so difficult
to test or assess it in the usual way, or even to discuss it critically. For
every feature you select for examination, another one bearing on the
question can be offered with equal aplomb, even though it may point
in an entirely different and even contrary direction. Earnest examina-
tions of the fit between theory and reality are met with an ironic smile.
Contradiction and circularity, far from being regarded as faults in logic,
are in some versions of post-modern theory actually celebrated.

We will need to see if such open-armed generosity in a theory is 
justifiable, rather than, as is often the case, a cause for suspicion. Post-
modernism, to be fair to it, must to some extent be assessed in its own,
post-modernist, terms, according to its own self-understanding. But 
initially at least we need to be more modern and less post-modern in
our approach. We have to ask historical questions, about origins and
sources. We have to ask sociological questions, about the plausibility
and validity of the assertions that are made about contemporary society:
is post-modern theory true? We may even need to ask political and
moral questions, about the attitudes and intentions of post-modern 
theorists. That many of these questions would be regarded as irrelevant
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or inapposite by post-modern theorists themselves cannot prevent their
arising in the minds of most of us.

Origins and Development

It is helpful to begin with some reasonably clear definition of the post-
modern. This admittedly is contrary to most post-modernist practice.
Post-modernists are loath to define, partly for the reason that ‘it is dif-
ficult to avoid giving a modern definition of the postmodern; in fact,
virtually any definition of postmodernism will turn out to be modernist’
(Nederveen Pieterse 1992: 26; see also Alexander 1994: 182). Defini-
tions engage with those very qualities of rationality and objectivity that
post-modernists are at pains to deny. Nevertheless, in the interest of pro-
motion and propaganda, some have been willing to take the risk. Here
is Charles Jencks, one of the foremost prophets of the ‘post-modern age’,
and one of the most ardent proselytizers on its behalf.

The Post-Modern Age is a time of incessant choosing. It’s an era when
no orthodoxy can be adopted without self-consciousness and irony,
because all traditions seem to have some validity. This is partly a conse-
quence of what is called the information explosion, the advent of organ-
ised knowledge, world communication and cybernetics. It is of not only
the rich who become collectors, eclectic travellers in time with a super-
abundance of choice, but almost every urban dweller. Pluralism, the ‘ism’
of our time, is both the great problem and the great opportunity: where
Everyman becomes a Cosmopolite and Everywoman a Liberated Indi-
vidual, confusion and anxiety become ruling states of mind and ersatz a
common form of mass-culture. This is the price we pay for a Post-Modern
Age, as heavy in its way as the monotony, dogmatism and poverty of the
Modern epoch. But, in spite of many attempts in Iran and elsewhere, it
is impossible to return to a previous culture and industrial form, impose
a fundamentalist religion or even a Modernist orthodoxy. Once a world
communication system and form of cybernetic production have emerged
they create their own necessities and they are, barring a nuclear war, 
irreversible. (Jencks 1989: 7)

This account is useful for a number of reasons. It shows clearly the
overlap between theories of post-modernism and those of the informa-
tion society. The emphasis on choice and pluralism also echoes a central
tenet of post-Fordism. More importantly, Jencks makes it plain that
post-modernism is primarily a response to cultural modernism. Its eclec-
ticism is an acceptance of tradition, or at least of traditions, rather than,
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as with modernism, a defiant rejection of it. Instead of the ‘Tradition of
the New’, there is ‘the combination of many traditions’, ‘a striking 
synthesis of traditions’.

Between inventive combination and confused parody the Post-Modernist
sails, often getting lost and coming to grief, but occasionally realising the
great promise of a plural culture with its many freedoms. Post-Modernism
is fundamentally the eclectic mixture of any tradition with that of the
immediate past: it is both the continuation of Modernism and its tran-
scendence. Its best works are characteristically doubly-coded and ironic,
making a feature of the wide choice, conflict and discontinuity of tradi-
tions, because this heterogeneity most clearly captures our pluralism.
(Jencks 1989: 7)

But modernism, as we have seen, has a complex relationship to
modernity. Some aspects of it, as in Dadaism and Surrealism, seem to
negate key features of modernity and, indeed, to look forward to post-
modernism. Other aspects, as in architecture and urbanism, are contin-
uations of modernity’s basic rationalism. What, then, is the modernism
that is both continued and transcended in post-modernism?

Here again Jencks is useful because he is an architectural historian,
and it is architecture that most clearly enables us to see what many
people mean by post-modernism. In an earlier work on architectural
theory Jencks, in a direct echo of some famous remarks about the onset
of modernism,2 stated that

Modern Architecture died in St Louis, Missouri on July 15, 1972 at
3.32pm (or thereabouts) when the infamous Pruitt-Igoe scheme, or rather
several of its slab blocks, were given the final coup de grace by dynamite.
(Jencks 1977: 9)

The dynamiting of Pruitt-Igoe is seen to represent, as an early and
highly dramatic instance, the reaction against architectural modernism.
Pruitt-Igoe was a typical – indeed prize-winning – example of the kind
of high-rise building scheme that, developing out of the International
Style, dominated the cities of Europe and North America in the post-
1945 period. It was a style of urbanism that increasingly came under
intense criticism in the 1960s and 1970s for its elitism and authoritar-
ianism. It was accused of indifference to the neighbourhood and com-
munity contexts of its starkly modernist buildings, disdain for the
preferences of ordinary people, and arrogance in its elevation of the
architect-planner to the position of Corbusian demiurge (Jacobs 1965;
Coleman 1985; Hall 1988).
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The decisive rejection of this style inaugurates, for Jencks and others,
the era of architectural and urban post-modernism. This is character-
ized by that eclecticism and pluralism, that often playful and ironic 
jumbling and fusing of traditions, that many take as typical of post-
modernism in general. Often there is an air of theatricality or spectacle;
the city is treated as a stage, a place for enjoyment and the exercise of
the imagination as much as a utilitarian system of production and con-
sumption. It is a site of fantasy; it embodies ‘not just function but
fiction’. The frequently-quoted examples, many of them American,
include Faneuil Hall Marketplace in Boston, the similar waterfront
development Harbor Place in Baltimore, the Westin Bonaventure Hotel
in Los Angeles, the Piazza d’Italia in New Orleans, the Neue Staatsga-
lerie in Stuttgart, the new Lloyds Building in London (perhaps), the
Musée d’Orsay in Paris (but not the Pompidou Centre). More generally,
and more pointedly, post-modernist architects such as Robert Venturi
have celebrated the ‘aesthetic populism’ of Disneyland and the ‘urban
populism’ of Las Vegas (Jencks 1989: 16–19; Hall 1988: 347–51;
Harvey 1989: 59–60, 66–98; Jameson 1992: 39–44).

Architecture is taken by many theorists to represent post-modernism
not simply because it shows the clearest reaction to modernism but
because it displays post-modernist features most palpably.3 It is how and
where most people are likely to encounter post-modernism in their daily
lives. And this ordinariness is itself important to post-modernism. In its
buildings and urban designs (not ‘plans’) it seeks to break down mod-
ernist distinctions between ‘high’ and ‘low’ culture, ‘elite’ and ‘mass’
art. In place of the autocratic imposition of a monolithic taste it accepts
a diversity of ‘taste cultures’, whose needs it tries to meet by offering 
a plurality of styles. In Faneuil Hall Market there are art cinemas 
and representatives of the big chains; there are gourmet restaurants and
fast-food bars; there are designer clothes shops and those selling mass-
produced articles. It is assumed not only that different people will want
different things but that the same people will, at different times, want
different things.

A similar ‘democratizing’ impulse was at work in many of the cul-
tural movements of the 1960s. Hence it is not surprising to discover
that the term ‘post-modernism’ first established itself in the cultural 
criticism of these years. Here it largely reversed an earlier use, associ-
ated especially with the historian Arnold Toynbee. Toynbee had, in 
the later volumes of A Study of History (1954), identified a period of
world history beginning in the last quarter of the nineteenth century
that he called ‘post-Modern’. The ‘post-Modern Age’ marked a rupture
with the classic ‘Modern Age’ that had lasted roughly from the Renais-
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sance to the late nineteenth century. As against the belief in progress
and reason of the Modern Age, the post-Modern Age was characterized
by the beliefs and sentiments of irrationality, indeterminacy and
anarchy. These were linked to the advent of ‘mass society’ and ‘mass
culture’ in our time. In Toynbee’s philosophy of history, the post-
Modern Age is a representative instance of a ‘Time of Troubles’, a period
of disintegration and breakdown, although he saw some hope for the
redemption of western civilization in a World State based on a synthesis
of the ‘higher religions’ (Toynbee 1954: vol. 9, 182–9; see also Toynbee
1948).

The negative evaluation and connotation of ‘post-modern’ continued
in some quarters in the 1960s. For defenders of modernism such as
Irving Howe and Clement Greenberg, post-modernism represented a
capitulation to kitsch and commercialism. In its unashamed populism,
it repudiated the austerity and integrity, the striving after the aesthetic
object for its own sake, that had been the hallmark of High Modernism
(Howe 1970; Greenberg 1980, 1993; cf. also Eagleton 1985). Others
such as Harry Levin and Lionel Trilling – followed later by Daniel Bell
– saw in post-modernism’s ‘antinomianism’ and ‘anti-intellectualism’,
its unchained hedonism, a threat to the values of the (bourgeois) human-
ist culture that had hitherto held in check the potentially dissolving cur-
rents of modernity (Levin 1966; Trilling 1967; Bell 1976: 51–4, 120–45;
1980c).

But the stronger current was flowing the other way, away from this
fear and suspicion and towards an emphatic endorsement of what
increasingly came to be called post-modern culture. The ‘counter-culture’
of the 1960s enthusiastically adopted the banner of post-modernism. Its
proponents saw themselves as embattled against everything that mod-
ernism stood for, whether in culture or politics. Pop art and pop music,
the ‘new wave’ in cinema and the ‘new novel’ in literature, the ‘hap-
pening’ and the ‘be-in’, mass demonstration and contestation, the elision
of the boundaries between ‘art’ and ‘life’, the cultivation of sensibility
through sex and drugs rather than aesthetic contemplation or intellec-
tual study, the elevation of the claims of the ‘pleasure principle’ over
those of the ‘reality principle’: in all these ways the counter-culture
assailed what it saw as the elitist, esoteric and autocratic world of 
modernism. In a euphoric essay entitled ‘The New Mutants’ (1965), the
American critic Leslie Fiedler declared the world of the new movements
to be not simply ‘post-Modernist’ but also ‘post-Freudian’, ‘post-
Humanist’, ‘post-Protestant’, ‘post-white’, ‘post-male’, and several other
‘posts’ as well. As against the ‘analysis, rationality, and anti-Romantic
dialectic’ of modernism, he celebrated the ‘apocalyptic, antirational, 
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blatantly romantic and sentimental’ character of the new culture. In a
later essay of 1970 he wrote:

We are living, have been living for two decades – and have become actu-
ally conscious of the fact since 1955 – through the death throes of Mod-
ernism and the birth pangs of Post-Modernism. The kind of literature
which had arrogated to itself the name Modern (with the presumption
that it represented the ultimate advance in sensibility and form, that
beyond it newness was not possible), and whose moment of triumph
lasted from a point just before World War I until just after World War II,
is dead, i.e., belongs to history not actuality. (Fiedler 1971: 461; see also
379–400; and cf. Berman 1992: 43–4).

In a similarly celebratory vein, though with a more systematic intent,
another American critic, Ihab Hassan, was also in these years elaborat-
ing the distinction between modernism and post-modernism. Hassan,
who was to become one of the leading prophets of post-modernism, 
saw in modernism the principle of ‘Authority’ and in post-modernism
the principle of ‘Anarchy’. The latter involved a tendency towards ‘Inde-
terminacy’, a compound of pluralism, eclecticism, randomness and
revolt. Indeterminacy also connotes ‘deformation’, a stress on decre-
ation, difference, discontinuity and ‘detotalization’ which together add
up to ‘a vast will to unmaking, affecting the body politic, the body cog-
nitive, the erotic body, the psyche of each individual – affecting in short
the entire realm of human discourse in the West.’ Going along with Inde-
terminacy, and similarly promoting ‘anarchy and fragmentation every-
where’, is the tendency towards what Hassan calls ‘Immanence’ (the two
together producing the post-modern condition of ‘indetermanence’).
Immanence is associated with such words as dispersal, diffusion, dis-
semination and defraction – but also integration, interdependence and
interpenetration. Hassan seems here to echo something like Foucault’s
idea of ‘the death of man-as-subject’, and his reconstitution in dis-
courses, symbols and images. Hence for Hassan, as for Bell and others,
the importance of the media and the whole range of information tech-
nology in creating a new ‘dematerialized’ reality for post-modern man.
In any case Indeterminacy and Immanence both tend towards the same
end, Anarchy over Authority, ‘the Many asserting their primacy over
the One’ (Hassan 1985: 126; a discussion which sums up many of
Hassan’s contributions of the 1960s and 1970s, for references to which
see 1985: 130).4

The problem with all this is obvious. If one accepts the accounts of
post-modernism offered by theorists such as Fiedler and Hassan – as
well as, in a more hostile tone, critics such as Bell and Trilling – it is
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difficult to see in what way there has been any real departure from 
modernism. The antinomian, anarchic, anti-systemic character of post-
modernism seems at one with both the form and the spirit of much 
of what we understand as modernism, especially that aspect of it 
associated with the theory and practice of the avant-garde.

It is true that if we select certain modernist currents – the Modern
Movement in architecture or Constructivism in painting, for example –
we can reasonably represent post-modernism, as Jencks does, as a reac-
tion against their typically modern rationality and functionality. One of
the faces of modernism is indeed hieratic and hierarchical, austere and
authoritarian. But in this case what we are really doing is pitting one
side of modernism against the other. For it has been clear to many com-
mentators that much of what has been proclaimed post-modernist can
be found prefigured in some of the central movements of modernism,
such as Dadaism and Surrealism. Thus Matei Calinescu can argue that
‘antielitism, antiauthoritarianism, gratuitousness, anarchy, and finally,
nihilism are clearly implied in the dadaist doctrine of “antiart for
antiart’s sake” (the formula of Tristan Tzara)’ (Calinescu 1987: 143; see
also Huyssen 1992: 49). Peter Wollen too sees post-modernism not as
a rejection or replacement of modernism but as ‘a belated surfacing 
of subordinate aspects of modernism that had always been there’. 
These include Surrealism and exotic tendencies such as Orientalism and
Mexicanidad which, though tamed and relieved of much of their sub-
versive character, retained enough distinctiveness to form the elements
of a counter-tradition which ‘implicitly challenged the ruling norms’ 
of orthodox modernism (Wollen 1993: 205–10).

Most telling of all is the example of Jean-François Lyotard, one of
the founding fathers of post-modernism. Lyotard vigorously rebuts
many of the well-known accounts of post-modernism, such as Jencks’s
(‘I have read that under the name of postmodernism, architects are
getting rid of the Bauhaus project, throwing out the baby of experi-
mentation with the bathwater of functionalism’). For Lyotard experi-
mentation, the rejection of the comfort and solace of realism and
representational art, is the essence of post-modernism. This more or less
identifies post-modernism with the theory of the avant-garde – a prime
modernist concept, as Lyotard acknowledges. But for him modernism
has allowed itself to become ossified, bureaucratized and commercial-
ized. It no longer challenges or threatens, as it should. Post-modernism
is the form that modernism takes when it has lost its revolutionary élan.
It is the aspect of modernism that constantly reminds it of its essentially
subversive and disruptive purpose. Thus the postmodern ‘is undoubt-
edly part of the modern. All that has been received, if only yesterday
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. . . must be suspect.’ Post-modernism represents the ceaseless rupture
with the past, however radical that past was in its own time. It is what
gives modernism its meaning. A work becomes modernist by repudiat-
ing its past, by being ‘post’ something. Cezanne is modern because he
is post-Impressionist, In the just as Duchamp is modern because he is
post-Cubist. In the paradoxical language that the French make their
own, Lyotard writes: ‘A work can become modern only if it is first 
postmodern. Postmodernism thus understood is not modernism at its
end but in the nascent state, and this state is constant’ (Lyotard 1984b:
79).

We shall come back to Lyotard. But there is undoubtedly something
here that presents a considerable challenge to the versions of post-
modernism that we have been discussing so far. These turn out to be
either varieties of modernism or, as combatively put by Lyotard, its very
principle. Faced with this some theorists, such as Jencks, have tried to
distinguish post-modernism from ‘late modernism’. What Fiedler,
Hassan and the conservative critics of the 1960s and 1970s were talking
about – the counter-culture of the 1960s and its legacy – was, it is
argued, not so much post-modern as late modern. It is this that makes
Bell for example say that in the 1960s a powerful current of post-mod-
ernism developed which carried the logic of modernism to its farthest
reaches’ (Bell 1976: 51). A similar assumption, it is claimed, underlies
Lyotard’s avant-gardist concept of the post-modern. All of these under-
stand post-modernism in terms of the ‘tradition of the new’ – a mod-
ernist principle – whereas post-modernism proper has a ‘complex
relation to the past’. It accepts and reworks the past, often in a playful,
parodic or affectionate form, rather than rejecting it wholesale. It is con-
cerned with context and continuity – and community – rather than
rupture and discontinuity. The past, says Umberto Eco, ‘must be revis-
ited: but with irony, not innocently’ (Eco 1992: 73). That is what he
has done in his postmodernist novel, The Name of the Rose (1980),
which uses the modern form of the detective story in a late medieval
setting. Similarly the postmodernist architect Paolo Portoghesi ironically
comments on the past in his Casa Baldi, which is a direct parody – ‘iron-
ically different’, ‘a critical revisiting’, ‘repetition with ironic distance’ –
of Michelangelo’s Capella Sforza in the church of S. Maria Maggiore in
Rome (Hutcheon 1988: 29; Portoghesi 1992). Post-modernism neither
repudiates nor imitates the past; it recovers and ‘expands’ the past to
enrich the present. Theorists such as Barth, Jencks, Hutcheon and
Hassan too in his later writings, speak of the ‘synthesis’ or ‘hybridiza-
tion’ of the old and the new, a dialectical ‘sublation’ of the past onto a
new post-modernist plane which accepts ‘the presence of the past’. The
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culture of the avant-garde gives way to the culture of the ‘post-avant-
garde’. If modernism – including ‘late modernism’ – is enamoured of
the ‘shock of the new’, post-modernism is more likely to exhibit the
‘shock of the old’ (Jencks 1992c: 222; see also Jencks 1989: 32–8;
1992b; Hutcheon 1988: 22–36; Hassan 1992: 197; Barth 1992).

This attempt to save post-modernism by identifying a category of ‘late
modernism’ gains some support from critical commentary on the cul-
tural movements of the 1960s. Writing at the time Frank Kermode, for
instance, made the distinction between ‘palaeo-modernism’ and ‘neo-
modernism’, the culture of the 1890s and that of the 1960s. Modernism
is for Kermode a matter of ‘self-reconciling opposites’. Palaeo-
modernism cultivated the occult, neo-modernism denied it; ‘early mod-
ernism tended towards fascism, later modernism towards anarchism’.
But both phases are extremist, both share the apocalyptic mood and a
determination to break absolutely with the past. The culture of the
1960s does not therefore represent a rejection of modernism, as Fiedler
and others claim. It is not post-modernist but neo-modernist, and the
theoretical base of neo-modernism are not revolutionary but are ‘mar-
ginal developments of older modernism’. ‘There has been only one Mod-
ernist Revolution’, Kermode concluded, and ‘it happened a long time
ago . . . [C]ertain aspects of earlier modernism really were so revolu-
tionary that we ought not to expect – even with everything so speeded
up – to have the pains and pleasures of another comparable movement
quite so soon’ (Kermode 1968a: 23–6; see also 1989: 130–3).

Kermode however made the significant admission that ‘the fact that
defining the modern is a task that now imposes itself on many distin-
guished scholars may be a sign that the modern period is over’ (Kermode
1968a: 28). This brings us back once more to the idea of some discon-
tinuity, some new development or developments that call for a rethink-
ing of the modern. It is easy to become irritated by the debates among
literary critics and cultural historians as to whether we are living in a
‘modern’, ‘late modern’, ‘post-modern’ or some other similarly-labelled
phase or period. Were it simply a matter of culture, in the sense of artis-
tic developments, we might – at least as social theorists – be inclined to
leave the whole thing to the cultural critics, if not to late night televi-
sion programmes on the cultural channels. What continues to make the
debates relevant and interesting is that they are part of a much wider
debate on the contemporary condition and future direction of industrial
societies.

Originating largely in the cultural sphere, the concept of post-
modernism (or post-modernity) has spread to encompass more and
more areas of society. There is talk not only of post-modern painting,
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architecture, literature and cinema, but also of post-modern philosophy,
post-modern politics, the post-modern economy, the post-modern
family, even the post-modern person. The suggestion is that industrial
societies have undergone a transformation so fundamental and wide-
ranging as to deserve a new name. The question then becomes, are we
living not simply in a post-modern culture but in an increasingly post-
modern society.

Post-Modern Culture and Post-Modern Society

There are some who would think that this question is improperly put.
While they do not deny that the cultural changes that concern them are
in some way connected to changes in society, they wish to reserve the
term post-modern – in their usage generally un-hyphenated as ‘post-
modern’ – exclusively for the cultural sphere. Postmodern culture is then
linked to some new form of society, ‘post-industrial’ society being the
commonly preferred concept. Postmodern is then to post-industrial as
culture to society. Postmodernism is the culture of post-industrial
society.

Thus the ‘postmodern condition’ that is the subject of Lyotard’s influ-
ential study refers to the ‘condition of knowledge’ in the present, post-
modern state of culture, which is in turn linked to the emergence of a
post-industrial society. His ‘working hypothesis’ is that ‘the status of
knowledge is altered as societies enter what is known as the postindus-
trial age and cultures enter what is known as the postmodern age’
(Lyotard 1984a: 3). Portoghesi similarly says that ‘before a Postmodern
culture, there . . . existed a “postmodern condition”, the product of
“post-industrial” society’ (Portoghesi 1992: 208).5

A more sophisticated variant, coming from a more directly sociologi-
cal, often Marxist, provenance, is to see postmodernism as the cultural
face to capitalism in its more developed stages. Daniel Bell, who con-
siders postmodernism to be simply an extension of modernism, sees it
as part of the (anti-bourgeois, adversary) culture of capitalism in the era
of mass consumption (Bell 1976: 65–72). For Fredric Jameson, drawing
on Ernest Mandel’s account of ‘late capitalism’, postmodernism is the
‘cultural logic of late capitalism’ (Jameson 1992; Mandel 1978). Scott
Lash, who says that for him postmodernism is ‘strictly cultural’, a ‘cul-
tural paradigm’, balks at the idea of ‘logic’ and prefers to speak instead
of ‘a relationship of compatibility’ between postmodernism and ‘an
importantly post-industrial capitalist economy’ (Lash 1990: 4; see also
Eagleton 1985).6
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This might seem a neat solution to nagging problems of nomencla-
ture. Post-modernism can stand to post-industrial or late-capitalist
society as modernism stands to industrial society in its modern or clas-
sically capitalist phase. Culture and society can be seen as complemen-
tary but distinct spheres, amenable to separate analyses. This indeed is
the general practice of most literary critics and cultural historians
dealing with the phenomenon of both modernism and post-modernism.
It has also tended to be the practice of those sociologists, such as Lash,
convinced of the rise of a new post-modernist cultural paradigm.

Unfortunately this convenient parallel between modernism and post-
modernism will not work. Modernism was generally a cultural reaction
to the main currents of modernity. In some of its forms it was a 
passionate rejection of them. The same cannotbe said of the relation
between post-modernism and post-industrial (or late-capitalist) society.
All theorists, if they consider the relationship at all, see a convergence
or complementarity between post-modern culture and post-industrial
society. While therefore it may be proper to treat modernist culture as
something distinct from modern society, in the sense that it represented
a break or discontinuity within the general order of modernity, the same
strategy cannot be applied to post-modernism.

But the problem is even greater than this. For not only is it difficult
to consider post-modernist culture apart from its social context; in most
of the attempts to do so it is clear that much of the content of post-
modernism is derived from the theory’s particular understanding of 
contemporary society. Culture and society are only apparently treated
separately; in reality they are collapsed into each other.

Thus Lyotard’s study of the changing character of knowledge – the
‘postmodern condition’ – is explicitly premised on a view of society in
which ‘knowledge has become the principle force of production’ and
the ‘computerization of society’ is taken as the underlying reality.
Lyotard accepts, in other words, as his references make clear, the think-
ing of Bell, Nora and Minc and other theorists of the post-industrial
information society (Lyotard 1984a: 3–7, 85–7). Knowledge, in its
postmodern form, is not simply a cultural extrusion of post-industrial
society; it is an simply a cultural extrusion of post-industrial society; it
is an aspect precisely of ‘the knowledge society’.

So too Paolo Portoghesi ties his concept of postmodernism firmly to
‘the age of information’ made possible by ‘the new electronic technol-
ogy’. The very terms of postmodernist architecture are for him defined
by the new ‘organic’ reality brought into being by the grid of informa-
tion and communication. Postmodernist architecture mirrors the 
information society in being an ‘architecture of communication’. The
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disembedded and abstract structures of modernism are replaced by the
rediscovery of ‘architectonic archetypes’, which reflect the daily life and
collective memory of mankind. These become literally the building
blocks in reestablishing a relationship of community – ‘communicating’
– between buildings and their users (Portoghesi 1992: 211–12).

Neither Lyotard nor Portoghesi understand knowledge in the same
way as Bell and the other theorists of the information society. For
Lyotard especially, as we shall see, post-modern knowledge is quite dif-
ferent from the modernist understanding of it in the theory of the infor-
mation society. The point though is that for both men the novelties they
discern – in knowledge, in Lyotard’s case, in architecture in Portoghesi’s
– are part of the very substance of the society as they describe it.

Something similar applies to the Marxist theories of post-modernism.
Jameson purports to see postmodernism as the culture of a particular
stage of capitalism, ‘late capitalism’. He speaks of late capitalism rather
than post-industrialism, he says, because he wants to indicated the 
new system’s basic continuity with what preceded it, rather than, as 
with post-industrial theory, ‘a break, rupture and mutation’.7

‘Postmodernism is not the cultural dominant of a wholly new social
order . . . but only the reflex and the concomitant of yet another sys-
temic modification of capitalism itself.’ Conventionally, and following
the analyses of Marxists such as Mandel, Jameson lists the features of
late capitalism as the trans-national business enterprise, the new inter-
national division of labour, ‘a vertiginous new dynamic in international
banking and stock exchanges’, ‘new forms of media interrelationship’,
computers and automation, and ‘the flight of production to advanced
Third World areas’ (together with such social consequences as ‘the emer-
gence of yuppies’ and ‘gentrification on a now-global scale’) (Jameson
1992: xii, xix; see also 260–78).

At the same time Jameson confesses to a certain uneasiness at the 
category ‘late capitalism’. He admits to varying it with ‘appropriate 
synonyms’ such as ‘spectacle or image society’, ‘media capitalism’, ‘the
world system’, and even ‘postmodernism’ itself. More significantly, from
the point of view of retaining some distance between postmodern
culture and (late) capitalist society, his account of the new stage of 
capitalism suggests a radically new relationship between culture and
society. Late capitalism operates in an environment in which what Bell
called ‘the game against nature’ has been superseded by ‘the game
between persons’. Its cultural correlate, postmodernism, is according to
Jameson ‘what you have when the modernization process is complete
and nature is gone for good.’ But this also installs culture at the centre
of society, one in which ‘“culture” has become a veritable “second
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nature” ’. Culture can now hardly be regarded as ‘the reflex and con-
comitant’ of society and the economic system. In the late capitalist stage,
culture itself becomes the prime determinant of social, economic, po-
litical and even psychological reality. There has been, says Jameson, ‘a
prodigious expansion of culture throughout the social realm, to the
point at which everything in our social life – from economic value and
state power to practices and to the very structure of the psyche itself –
can be said to have become “cultural” in some original and yet unthe-
orized sense’. We are witnesses to ‘an immense dilation’ of the sphere
of the cultural, ‘an immense and historically original acculturation of
the Real’, ‘a quantum leap in what Benjamin . . . called the “aestheti-
cization” of reality’. Culture has become ‘a product in its own right’;
the process of cultural consumption is no longer merely an adjunct but
the very essence of capitalist functioning (Jameson 1992: ix–x; 48).

We may choose if we wish to call this capitalism, and continue to
regard post-modernism as its cultural expression or ‘structure of feel-
ing’, to use the term of Raymond Williams’s that Jameson likes. But we
should have to admit that this is a capitalism profoundly different from
its previous incarnations. It is one in which, as Jameson himself says,
culture ‘cleaves almost too close to the skin of the economic to be
stripped off and inspected in its own right, . . . not unlike Magritte’s
shoe-foot.’ It is a form of capitalism in which what Marxists would tra-
ditionally have called the ‘superstructure’ – knowledge and culture –
seems to have moved to the core of the society, if not indeed to have
become its ‘base’. At the very least, as Jameson once again admits, in
the late capitalist or postmodernist phase (seen as twin aspects of the
same phenomenon) the two terms ‘cultural’ and ‘economic’ ‘collapse
back into one another and say the same thing, in an eclipse of the dis-
tinction between base and superstructure . . .’ (Jameson 1992: xv, xxi).

The example of Jameson is important, as his is the best-known and
most sophisticated of the attempts to see post-modernism as the culture
of a particular kind of society whose principle is found, initially at least,
outside post-modernism itself. But other accounts, also mainly of a
Marxist kind, show the same tendency towards the inflation of culture
that is so marked a characteristic of all post-modernist writing. A 
kind of cultural imperialism asserts itself. What starts off as the part –
post-modernist culture – ends up by becoming the whole – post-
modernist society.

Scott Lash is another example. Lash (‘I am not a postmodernist’ –
the protestation is already a warning) starts off in his study of post-
modernism with the defiant intention of maintaining ‘eminently mod-
ernist distinctions’ between the cultural, on the one hand, and the
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economic and social on the other. Postmodernism will be seen as the
culture of ‘post-industrial capitalist society’. Not wishing to be too
deterministic, Lash speaks of a relation of ‘compatibility’, or of an ‘elec-
tive affinity’, between postmodern culture and contemporary capitalist
society. Drawing on his earlier work with John Urry (see chapter three,
above), he diagnoses contemporary capitalism as ‘disorganized’, com-
pared to the ‘organized’ capitalism of the last part of the nineteenth and
the first half of the twentieth centuries. Disorganized capitalism includes
most of the features we have previously looked at under the headings
of ‘post-Fordism’ and the ‘information society’. Lash here wishes to
stress especially the fragmentation of working class cultures and com-
munities, the decentralization of cities and social movements, and the
resurgence of individualism. He also wants to point to the emergence
of a ‘new, “Yuppified” post-industrial bourgeoisie’, with its base in the
media, higher education, finance and advertising. This new middle class
is disputing the primacy of society with the old bourgeoisie of organized
capitalism. It cultivates and promotes its own culture, the culture of
postmodernism, which unlike the culture of the older bourgeoisie makes
no distinction between elite and mass, high and low. Just as modernism
was the culture of, or at least compatible with, organized capitalism and
its ruling bourgeois class, so postmodernism is the culture of disorga-
nized capitalism and the new post-industrial middle classes (Lash 1990:
3, 16–18, 20–1, 37–8; see also Lash and Urry 1987: 285–313; Lash and
Urry 1994).

So far, so straightforward. It is when we come to see what Lash means
by postmodernism that this neat picture, as with Jameson, dissolves.
Lash characterizes postmodernist culture – in what purports to be a cul-
tural description – largely through a series of oppositions to modernism.
Modernist cultural forms – from realist painting and literature to the
‘autonomous’ art work of high modernism – depended on a process of
differentiation: of the cultural from the social, the aesthetic from the
theoretical (or scientific), the sacred from the secular, science from reli-
gion. Each successive phase of modern culture involved a greater and
greater degree of differentiation, culminating in the ‘self-legislating’,
‘self-validating’ claims for art in the modernist movement of the late
nineteenth century (1990: 5–11; see also Habermas 1981: 9–10).

Postmodernism reverses this. It is the result of a continuing process
of ‘de-differentiation’ whose origins are to be found in the social and
cultural changes of the 1950s and 1960s. First, the different cultural
spheres – the aesthetic, the ethical, the theoretical – lose their autono-
my: ‘for instance, the aesthetic realm begins to colonize both theoretical
and moral-political spheres’ (cf. Jameson’s aestheticization of reality’).
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Secondly, ‘the cultural realm . . . is no longer systematically separated
from the social.’ There is ‘a new immanence in the social of culture’:
for instance social distinctions, as shown in the claims of the new middle
classes, turn increasingly not on economic or political power but on the
display of cultural symbols. Equally, and thirdly, the cultural is no longer
separated from the economic. Culture and commerce interfuse, and feed
on each other. This is most clearly shown in the central role of adver-
tising in contemporary culture, and it can also be seen in the way in
which artistic and sporting events, such as pop festivals and national
and international football competitions, become the vehicles for pro-
moting big business. Perhaps its would be better to say: become big 
business, because much of the business of the post-industrial economy
is itself culture, concerned with the production of cultural goods and
services. There has been, in other words, not just the familiar 
‘commodification of culture’, extending now to ‘elite’ as well as 
‘mass’ culture, but also a movement in the other direction in which
culture has colonized the economy. Hence the importance to the
economy of the ‘culture industries’: education, the mass media, tourism,
leisure, sport.

Like Jameson, and pushed by the same logic of the analysis, Lash
concludes that ‘it is less useful in this context to speak in terms of 
the base-superstructure notion of “articulation” and instead consider
culture as part and parcel of the economy . . . The new regime of 
accumulation [i.e. economic mode of production] is becoming itself 
progressively more and more a regime of signification [i.e. a cultural 
mode or paradigm] . . . The means of production are becoming increas-
ingly cultural and [the] relations of production are becoming increas-
ingly cultural. That is, relations of production are . . . not so often 
now mediated by material means of production, but are questions 
of discourse, of communications between management and em-
ployees . . .’ (Lash 1990: 38–9; see also 43–5; Lash and Urry 1994: 
60–110).

There is much to commend in general in this comparison of mod-
ernism and postmodernism. It points to a good deal of what is going
on in contemporary culture, and in contemporary society. But it is
clearly highly problematic from the point of view of establishing that
critical distance between culture and society – the ‘modernist’ stand-
point – that Lash began with. Culture, far from keeping its distance or
being merely ‘compatible’ with post-industrial capitalist society, seems
to have all but taken over the society. This comes out even more strongly
in Lash’s final point of comparison between modernism and postmod-
ernism. Modernism, he says, ‘problematized’ and ‘destabilized’ repre-
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sentation; while postmodernism problematizes and destabilizes reality
itself. What this means is that modernist art questioned the whole way
of representing reality, especially that embodied in the realist and natu-
ralist traditions. It did not deny ‘nature’ or ‘objective reality’, it simply
argued that art had its own autonomous reality, its own ways and forms,
and that this should be the sole concern of the artist. Postmodernism,
on the other hand, which has to some extent resurrected realist and 
naturalist modes of representation (for instance in pop art), casts doubt
on the very nature of the reality represented. It suggests that this reality
is no more than another set of representations or images – simulacra,
in Jean Baudrillard’s term. Andy Warhol’s silk-screens, for instance,
depict objects which themselves turn out to be images.

In this conception culture and society once more become one, or at
least twin aspects of the same (insubstantial) thing. ‘Our everyday life’,
says Lash, ‘becomes pervaded with a reality – in TV, adverts, video,
computerization, the Walkman, cassette decks in automobiles, and . . .
CDs, CDV, and DAT – which increasingly comprises representations.’
There is no distinction, or distance, between the ‘signifier’ (the image)
and the ‘referent’ (the thing or external reality it purportedly represents).
Both invade each other’s space, both take over each other’s function.
The image or illusion mimics the real, and the real is illusory, composed
of images. The real is as imagined as the imaginary. Postmodernism ‘puts
chaos, flimsiness, and instability in our experience of reality itself’ (Lash
1990: 15; and generally 12–14).

Whatever our assessment of this position, the point is that it once
more undermines the whole separation of culture and society that Lash
like Jameson has been so anxious to establish. If postmodern culture is
to be ‘carried’ by the economic and social system of post-industrial capi-
talism, it now appears that this system has been so penetrated by post-
modern culture itself as to be a most fragile vessel. To put the matter
differently, postmodern culture has to haul itself up by its own boot-
straps. The social ‘reality’ supposedly underlying the ‘illusory’ realm of
culture itself dissolves into illusion. Base and superstructure are col-
lapsed into each other.8

It is the very plausibility of the accounts of both Jameson and Lash
that makes it seem best to abandon the conventional Marxist or socio-
logical models of the relation between culture and society. More than
Lyotard or Portoghesi, they make a serious and systematic attempt to
demonstrate the adequacy of their models. Their failure, in the light of
their own analyses, is all the more convincing testimony to the need to
consider the relation differently. We do indeed seem to be in an era in
which culture has taken on an unprecedented potency in social life.
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whether this is leading us into a new kind of society, post-modern
society, is something still to be determined. But if we are to treat the
claims seriously, the best model would seem to be something that might
be called anthropological. Whether we talk about post-modern culture,
or post-modern society, or the post-modern condition, or more gener-
ally a post-modern temper or sensibility, we should take it that we are
dealing with a whole way of thinking, feeling and acting: culture as
anthropologists generally understand the term. Another way of putting
it is to say that, in present circumstances at least, we should prefer Hegel
to Marx. Unlike Marx’s privileging of the economic ‘base’, we should
follow Hegel and regard culture and society as permeated by a common
‘spirit’, the spirit of post-modernism (however defined). If we follow the
logic of most of the theories, it seems misleading even to speak of a con-
vergence, or complementarity, or correspondence between post-modern
culture and post-industrial society. What we have rather is a conflation
of the two. Post-modernism appears an attribute of all aspects of society
and it seems unwise, at least initially, to privilege any one part as cause
or determinant. For post-modernists, what we seem to be witnessing is
an extended explosion, or implosion, taking place across all sectors of
society. That is why they, or other students drawn to their approach,
have felt able to apply post-modernist perspectives in such a wide and
varied range of disciplines: politics, geography, anthropology, history,
even biology and physics – in addition to the more familiarly affected
philosophy, sociology and cultural studies (see, for example, Gibbins
1989; Nederveen Pieterse 1992; Soja 1989; Rabinow 1986; Stone 1991;
Griffin 1988).9

Charles Jencks and David Harvey are among those who have adopted
the strategy of treating post-modernism as a comprehensive category of
culture and society. The richness of their accounts, the wide-ranging
links across different areas of society that they make, show the fertility
of this approach. It really does not matter, in the end, whether we accept
their claims or arguments. As compared with the narrowly-based, intel-
lectually introverted literary and cultural accounts, they present us with
a series of bold and provocative hypotheses touching on matters of inter-
est to students in all the human sciences. For Jencks, post-modernism
represents ‘a pervasive shift both in world view and civilization’, ‘a new
era of culture and social organization’. It includes, in addition to the
cultural reaction to modernism, all the elements of what Bell earlier
called the post-industrial society and later the information society. It
also includes much of post-Fordism, and what in addition Toffler
bundled together under the general heading of the ‘Third Wave’ (Jencks
1989: 43–56; see also Jencks 1992: 15, 34–6).
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Harvey likewise treats ‘the condition of postmodernity’ through a
bold series of contrasts between what he calls ‘Fordist modernity’ and
‘flexible postmodernity’. As the terms show, he has collated the concepts
and analyses of post-Fordist theorists (such as Lash and Urry) and 
post-modernist theorists (such as Hassan) to provide a comprehensive
description of our current condition. Despite the subtitle of his book,
‘An Inquiry into the Origins of Cultural Change’, the postmodern 
condition he describes is one that has equally cultural, economic, po-
litical, philosophical and even psychological dimensions (Harvey 1989:
338–41).

Harvey’s account is also important for another reason. He shows that
taking the comprehensive view of post-modernity does not prevent one
from adopting a Marxist or other kind of sociological approach to it.
Only these have to be modified according to the new state of things. 
If one does not have to be locked into the categories of cultural post-
modernism, equally one is not forced to adopt the separation of culture
and society in the base-superstructure model. Post-modernity can be
considered a kind of capitalism (as it is for Harvey), or a kind of indus-
trialism (as it is for Jencks). The analysis can draw on all the theoreti-
cal tools available to students of these well-known systems. What has
to be acknowledged, however, is that the systems have changed radi-
cally. They have thrown up new forces and new configurations. The old
categories cannot simply be slapped on the new forms. However much
contemporary societies may retain of their former principles – and the
very terms post-modern and post-industrial indicate some continuity –
these principles now operate in a new environment.

The Post-Modern Condition

In considering the question of how far we may be moving into a post-
modern society as well as a post-modern culture, we should start by
sketching the broad picture of post-modernity as it has been presented
by its leading theorists. We can begin with the more familiar features,
many of which we have already looked at in the chapters on the infor-
mation society and post-Fordism.

Most theorists claim that contemporary societies show a new or
heightened degree of fragmentation, pluralism and individualism. This
is partly related to the changes in work organization and technology
highlighted by the post-Fordist theorists. It can also be linked to the
decline of the nation state and of dominant national cultures. Political,
economic and cultural life is now strongly influenced by developments
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at the global level. This has as one of its effects, unexpectedly, the
renewed importance of the local, and a tendency to stimulate sub-
national and regional cultures.

The typical institutions and practices of the nation state are corre-
spondingly weakened. Mass political parties give way to the ‘new social
movements’ base on gender, race, locality, sexuality. The ‘collective iden-
tities’ of class and shared work experiences dissolve into more plural-
ized and privatized forms of identity. The idea of a national culture and
national identity is assailed in the name of ‘minority’ cultures – the cul-
tures of particular ethnic groups, religious faiths, and communities
based on age, gender or sexuality. Post-modernism proclaims multi-
cultural and multi-ethnic societies. It promotes the ‘politics of differ-
ence’. Identity is not unitary or essential, it is fluid and shifting, fed by
multiple sources and taking multiple forms (there is no such thing as
‘woman’ or ‘black’).

Post-modern society typically links the local and the global. Global
developments – the internationalization of the economy and of culture
– reflect back on national societies, undermining national structures and
promoting local ones. Ethnicity receives a renewed impetus. There is an
upsurge of regionalism and ‘peripheral nationalisms’ – the nationalism
of small nations which have typically been incorporated in larger units
such as the United Kingdom, France, Spain and other historic national
groupings. ‘Think globally, act locally’, the slogan of the 1960s, applies
to a good number of the new social movements, most noticeably the
feminist and ecological movements. There is a similar link-up in some
of the new movements of religious revival, such as Protestant and
Islamic fundamentalism.

Post-modernity reverses or qualifies some of the typical spatial move-
ments and arrangements of modernity. The concentration of popula-
tions in large cities is countered by a movement of de-concentration,
de-centralization and dispersal. Much of this is related to post-Fordist
developments. It is also the result of the ‘de-industrialization’ of many
regions of western societies – with much manufacturing being exported
to non-western societies – and a post-industrial ‘re-industrialization’
based on high-tech, research-based concerns which have preferred new
locations in suburban and ex-urban areas, especially those near univer-
sity cities. Jobs and people move out of the big cities. Small towns and
villages are re-populated. Post-modern architecture reverses the trend to
high-rise offices and apartment buildings. The stress now is on small-
scale schemes, linking people to neighbourhoods and aiming to culti-
vate the ethos of particular places and particular local cultures. A new,
or renewed, importance attaches to place. There is a re-discovery of ter-
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ritorial identities, local traditions, local histories – even where, as with
nationalism, these are imagined or invented.

These features of post-modern society are an amalgam of various 
elements deriving from some well-known accounts of contemporary
western society. Post-modern society is thus far congruent with, if not
identical to, post-Fordist society, the information society and ‘late’ or
‘disorganized’ capitalism as seen in a number of theories.10 Even though
many of these theorists would have no truck with concepts of post-
modernity, they are not likely to find much to demur at in the picture
so far sketched. What makes post-modernism so distinctive as an
approach is that it goes beyond these familiar features to make wide-
ranging and, to many people, outrageous claims about the very nature
of society and objective reality. It makes assertions not just about a new
society or social reality, but about our understanding of reality itself. It
moves from history and sociology to philosophical questions of truth
and knowledge.

Once more we can start with the familiar, but given an unfamiliar
twist. Most theories of contemporary society attribute an important role
to the media of mass communication, especially in the era of telecom-
munications and the computer. This is most obvious in the theory of the
information society, but it is also strong in theories of post-Fordism and
in Marxist theories of late capitalism.

For most of these theorists, just as information really informs –
however distorted its uses – so the mass communication media really
communicate, however distasteful their products or harmful their
effects. Postmodernists – following here in the footsteps of Marshall
McLuhan – see the effects of the mass media in a quite different way.
For them the media today do not so much communicate as construct.
In their sheer scale and ubiquity they are building a new environment
for us, one which demands a new social epistemology and a new form
of response. The media have created a new ‘electronic reality’, suffused
with images and symbols, which has obliterated any sense of an objec-
tive reality behind the symbols. In the condition of what Jean 
Baudrillard calls the ‘ecstasy of communication’, the world, our world,
becomes a world purely of ‘simulation’, the generation by models of a
real without origin or reality: a hyperreal.’ In hyperreality it is no longer
possible to distinguish the imaginary from the real, the sign from its ref-
erent, the true from the false. The world of simulation is a world of
simulacra, of images. But unlike conventional images, simulacra are
copies that have no originals, or of which the originals have been lost.
They are images which are ‘murderers of the real, murderers of their
own model’. In such a condition there can be no concept of ideology,
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no idea of ‘the betrayal of reality’ by signs or images. There are only
signs and images, only the hyperreal. ‘History has stopped meaning,
referring to anything – whether you call it social space or the real. We
have passed into a kind of hyperreal where things are being replayed ad
infinitum’ (Baudrillard 1987b: 69; 1988b: 166, 170, 182).

With the growth of an electronically mediated reality, the hyperreal
is becoming the condition of the whole of the modern world. But post-
modernists are particularly drawn to America as the capital, as it were,
of hyperreality, the model of our future (once again). In such monu-
ments of Americana as the Hearst Castle at San Simeon or the Forest
Lawn cemeteries of California, in Disneyland and Disney World, in the
desert cities of Las Vegas and Los Angeles, they find the clearest
instances of the reign of the hyperreal. Here the copy (or fake) substi-
tutes itself for the real, becomes more real than the real itself. ‘The
American imagination’, says Umberto Eco, ‘demands the real thing, and,
to attain it, must fabricate the absolute fake.’ In the extraordinary illu-
sion of realism created in these places, in their extravagant bricolage of
styles and objects drawn from all countries and all histories, there is a
‘fusion of copy and original’; the copy in fact ‘seems more convincing
than the model’ (Eco 1987: 8, 19).

For Eco, as for many theorists, Disneyland is the apotheosis of the
hyperreal, ‘at once absolutely realistic and absolutely fantastic’, ‘a
fantasy world more real than reality’. It is the truest art-work of
America, its ‘Sistine Chapel’ (Eco 1987: 43–8). For Baudrillard too ‘Dis-
neyland is a perfect model of all the entangled orders of simulation.’ 
It allows one to trace the ‘objective profile’ of the United States, the 
land par excellence of simulacra. But it is more than a ‘digest of the
American way of life’.

Disneyland is there to conceal the fact that it is the ‘real’ country, all of
‘real’ America, which is Disneyland (just as prisons are there to conceal
the fact that it is the social in its entirety, in its banal omnipresence, which
is carceral).

Disneyland is presented as imaginary in order to make us believe that
the rest is real, when in fact all of Los Angeles and the America sur-
rounding it are no longer real, but of the order of the hyperreal and of
simulation. (Baudrillard 1988b: 171–2; see also Marin 1984)

This stress on Disneyland not simply as a representation but as rep-
resentative of American (hyper)reality is echoed in the observations on
what are seen as typically postmodernist American cities. Just as earlier
theories of modernity read the whole world through key modernist cities
such as Paris and New York, so current theories of post-modernity read
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the contemporary world through American cities such as Las Vegas and
Los Angeles which most clearly seem to embody post-modern patterns.
Thus Las Vegas is for Eco (following Robert Venturi) ‘a completely new
phenomenon in city planning, a “message” city, entirely made up of
signs, not a city like the others, which communicate in order to func-
tion, but rather a city that functions in order to communicate’ (Eco
1987: 40).

The phantasmagoric quality of Las Vegas, its appearance as a desert
‘mirage’, is paralleled for Baudrillard by Los Angeles, ‘a town whose
mystery is precisely that it is nothing more than a network of endless,
unreal circulation: a town of fabulous proportions, but without space
or dimensions’ (Baudrillard 1988b: 172; see also 1989: 102–4, 123–8).
For Edward Soja, Los Angeles is a ‘mesocosm of postmodernity’, both
the concentrated expression of, and, through its economic and cultural
life, the leading contributor to global post-modernity. More than any-
where else in the world Los Angeles shows the urban form of post-
modernity. Its ‘hyperspace’ is made up of a ‘dazzling . . . patchwork
mosaic’ of over four hundred officially designated communities. Many
of these – Venice, Naples, Hawaiian Gardens, Ontario – have names
and ethnic groups that recall other cultures, other histories. First World
(corporate capital) and Third World (migrant labour) mingle promis-
cuously; history and geography are jumbled up. ‘Time and space, 
the “once” and the “there”, are being increasingly played with and 
packaged to serve the needs of the here and now, making the lived 
experience of the urban increasingly vicarious, screened through 
simulacra . . .’

Once more, the illusory does not imitate the real, it becomes it. Los
Angeles, says Soja, defies conventional descriptions of urban and sub-
urban, community and neighbourhood. ‘It has in effect been decon-
structing the urban into a confusing collage of signs which advertise
what are often little more than imaginary communities and outlandish
representations of urban locality.’ Underneath the ‘semiotic blanket’ of
Los Angeles there is indeed an economic order – the most advanced in
the world – but ‘when all that is seen is so fragmented and filled with
whimsy and pastiche, the hard edges of the capitalist, racist and patri-
archal landscape seem to disappear, melt into air.’

With exquisite irony, contemporary Los Angeles has come to resemble
more than ever before a gigantic agglomeration of theme parks, a life-
space composed of Disneyworlds. It is a realm divided into showcases of
global village cultures and mimetic American landscapes, all-embracing
shopping malls and crafty Main Streets, corporation-sponsored magic
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kingdoms, high-technology-based experimental prototype communities of
tomorrow, attractively packaged places for rest and recreation . . . (Soja
1989: 245–6)11

The state of hyperreality means not just the dissolution of objective
reality, of something ‘out there’ to which signs and images refer. It also
means the dissolution of the human subject, the individual ego that
modernity took to be the autonomous thinker and actor in the world.
For Baudrillard, as for Foucault, the individual subject – ‘man’ – was a
temporary construct lasting for the few centuries of the modern period.
He – and it was an almost purely masculine concept – was the 
Faustian or Promethean hero of Descartes’ and Bacon’s ‘narratives’ of
modernity (Foucault 1973; Abercrombie et al. 1986).

The ‘ecstasy of communication’ has made such assumptions of an
autonomous, sovereign individual impossible. The individual, says 
Baudrillard, no longer stands in an objective relationship, even an ‘alien-
ated’ one, to his environment. He is no longer ‘an actor or dramaturge
but . . . a terminal of multiple networks’, like an astronaut in his capsule,
through which electronic, computer-controlled messages flow. ‘With the
television image – the television being the ultimate and perfect object
for this new era – our own body and the whole surrounding universe
becomes a control screen’ (Baudrillard 1983: 127–8).

Baudrillard does not, unlike some celebrants of ‘virtual reality’ and
‘cyberspace’, rejoice in this condition. He finds it ‘obscene’, because 
it ‘puts an end to every representation’, obliterates all distinction and
distance between the self and the environment. The oppositions
subject/object, public/private lose all meaning; they collapse into each
other. No secrecy, no interiority, no intimacy remains; everything,
including the individual, ‘dissolves completely in information and com-
munication’. That is the ‘ecstasy of communication’, ‘all functions abol-
ished in a single dimension, that of communication’. For Baudrillard
this is bringing into being ‘a new form of schizophrenia’. It induces ‘a
state of terror proper to the schizophrenic: too great a proximity of
everything, the unclean promiscuity of everything which touches, invests
and penetrates without resistance, with no halo of private protection,
not even his own body, to protect him anymore.’

What characterizes him is less the loss of the real, the light years of
estrangement from the real, the pathos of distance and radical separation,
as is commonly said: but, very much to the contrary, the absolute prox-
imity, the total instantaneity of things, the feeling of no defence, no
retreat. It is the end of interiority and intimacy, the overexposure and
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transparence of the world which traverses him without obstacle. He can
no longer produce the limits of his own being, can no longer play nor
stage himself, can no longer produce himself as mirror. He is now only 
a pure screen, a switching center for all the networks of influence. 
(Baudrillard 1983: 132–3; see also 1987b: 70–1)

This image of despair – though admittedly not one that Baudrillard
consistently presents in his writings – should remind us that many the-
orists of post-modernity are not celebrators of the condition they diag-
nose. Their attitude is more generally one of resignation, often tinged
with ironic regret at the passing of the more confident modern era.
Martin Jay (1993) has likened their feelings to those of clinical melan-
cholia, as analysed by Freud. Certainly there is little of the exuberance
exhibited by Marshall McLuhan (1967) in his similar reflections on the
effects of the new electronic environment, still less the exhilaration of
the new science-fiction explorers of cyberspace (for example, Gibson
1984).

Baudrillard’s analysis of the impact of the new communications 
technology evidently takes him in a quite different direction from the-
orists of the information society such as Bell, Stonier and Masuda.
Where they see an extension of human capacity and power, a
Promethean expansiveness on a global scale, he sees the disappearance
of the individual in networks of information. But for some theorists 
of post-modernity this very suppression of the individual contains the
seeds of a possible future emancipation. For them it is wrong or impos-
sible to go back to the subject-centred theories of modernity. We must
build on the potentialities of the new era to find our freedom in a new
way.

Mark Poster, for instance, like Baudrillard rejects Bell’s theory of the
information society. He finds it ‘totalizing’, in an old-fashioned mod-
ernist mode, and insufficiently attentive to the linguistic dimension of
information and communication. He also very much goes along with
Baudrillard in his view of the effects of the new electronic media on the
traditional conception of the individual. In what he calls the ‘mode of
information’ – paralleling Marx’s mode of production – a new stage of
‘electronically-mediated exchange’ has been reached, accompanying and
to good extent displacing orally- and print-mediated exchanges. In this
third electronic stage ‘the self is decentered, dispersed and multiplied in
continuous instability . . . In electronically mediated communications,
subjects now float, suspended between points of objectivity, being con-
stituted and reconstituted in different configurations in relation to the
discursive arrangements of the occasion.’
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In the [new stage of the] mode of information the subject is no longer
located in a point in absolute time/space, enjoying a physical, fixed
vantage point from which rationally to calculate its options. Instead it is
multiplied by databases, dispersed by computer messaging and confer-
encing, decontextualized and reidentified by TV ads, dissolved and mate-
rialized continuously in the electronic transmission of symbols . . . The
body is no longer an effective limit of the subject’s position. Or perhaps
it would be better to say that communications facilities extend the nervous
system throughout the Earth to the point that it enwraps the planet 
in a noosphere, to use Teilhard de Chardin’s term, of language. If I can
speak directly or by electronic mail to a friend in Paris while sitting in
California, if I can witness political and cultural events as they occur
across the globe without leaving my home, if a database at a remote loca-
tion contains my profile and informs government agencies which make
decisions that affect my life without any knowledge on my part of these
events, if I can shop in my home by using my TV or computer, then where
am I and who am I? In these circumstances I cannot consider myself cen-
tered in my rational, autonomous subjectivity or bordered by a defined
ego, but I am disrupted, subverted and dispersed across social space.
(Poster 1990: 6, 11, 15–16)

One would have expected this assessment to lead Poster to a simi-
larly melancholic state to Baudrillard’s; and clearly he is by no means
complacent. But he attacks Baudrillard for being, like Bell, totalizing.
The phenomenon of the hyperreal is illegitimately expanded to incor-
porate the totality of social life. ‘Baudrillard’s totalizing position fore-
closes the possibility of new movements. Sunk in a depressing hyperbole
of the hyperreal, he transgresses the line of critical discourse in sweep-
ing, gloomy pronouncements as if he knows the outcome to a story that
has not yet been imagined, much less written.’ The dissolution of the
subject in the new mode of information has for Poster emancipatory
potential. In the TV advertisement, for instance, although the subject is
partly reconstituted as a spectator/consumer, he or she is also decon-
structed as a ‘centered, original agent’. Since such an agent in classic
modernist theory tends to be ‘the rational male bourgeois’, this act of
deconstruction is liberating. ‘As a language/practice the TV ad under-
mines the type of subject previously associated with the capitalist mode
of production and with the associated forms of patriarchy and ethno-
centrism.’ This is no guarantee of emancipation, of course. But ‘in the
TV ad a language has been made which leaves/urges viewers to regard
their own subjectivity as a constituted structure, to regard themselves
as members of a community of self-constituters . . . To the extent that
TV ads (and, tendentially, the media in general) constitute subjects as
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self-constituters, the hegemonic forms of self-constitution are put into
question’ (Poster 1990: 66–8).

Poster explicitly bases himself on the thinking of the post-structural-
ists; and his account mirrors the ambivalence towards post-modernity
shown by poststructuralist and deconstructionist theorists. This is a
group that is generally held to include such French thinkers as Foucault,
Derrida, Barthes, Lacan, Kristeva, Lyotard and Baudrillard. It also
includes a group of mainly American literary critics – Paul de Man,
Stanley Fish, J. Hillis Miller among them – who have been influenced
both by these French thinkers and the writings of the Russian theorist
Mikhail Bakhtin.

From the very beginning, since the 1960s, the poststructuralists have
been linked with theories of post-modernism and post-modernity. But a
consideration of them in this context is beset by a number of problems.
Firstly they have tended to restrict themselves to questions of literature
and philosophy. The implications for society and politics are left for
others to draw. Secondly many of them – for instance Baudrillard –
espouse poststructuralism or deconstructionism without committing
themselves to a post-modernist position. The connections are, again,
largely made by other thinkers. Thirdly it needs to be said that their
writing, especially in the case of the French thinkers, is dense and 
difficult; quotations, especially in translation, are not often very 
illuminating.

The connection between these thinkers and theories of post-
modernity has mainly to do with their announcements of the ‘death of
man’ (Foucault), or the ‘death of the subject’ (Derrida), or the ‘death of
the author’ (Barthes). In Foucault’s account of the development of the
human sciences, man as a subject of science is not, as is commonly
thought, a preoccupation going back to the ancient Greeks. It goes back
only as recently as to the birth of the modern age, in the late eighteenth
and early nineteenth centuries. From that time man was placed at the
centre of accounts purporting to uncover the truth of his being, his
history and his future destination.

For Foucault this development of knowledge was illusory, based on
a false ‘anthropologization’ of reality. It is not man, the ‘knowing
subject’, who should be the ground of the human sciences; what needs
to be studied are the discursive practices of the human sciences that con-
stitute and construct man. Foucault gives his unstinted admiration to
Nietzsche, who ‘killed man and God both at the same time’. He put
into question the whole status of man as agent and subject, showing the
essential issue to be a matter of language. Man is a construct of lin-
guistic practices, not the essential ground of knowledge and value.

150 MODERNITY AND POST-MODERNITY (II)

FPI6  8/17/2004  3:36 PM  Page 150



To all those who still wish to talk about man, about his reign or his lib-
eration, to all those who still ask themselves questions about what man
is in his essence, to all those who wish to take him as their starting-point
in their attempts to reach the truth . . . to all these warped and twisted
forms of reflection we can answer only with a philosophical laugh . . .
(Foucault 1970: 342–3)

Foucault looks forward to the time when language will have regained
its primacy in the study of the human condition. Then ‘one can certainly
wager that man would be erased, like a face drawn in sand at the edge
of the sea’.

As the archaeology of our thought easily shows, man is an invention of
recent date. And one perhaps nearing its end . . . Man is in the process of
perishing as the being of language continues to shine ever brighter upon
our horizons. Since man was constituted at a time when language was
doomed to dispersion, will he not be dispersed when language regains its
unity? (Foucault 1970: 386–7)

Foucault’s attack on the man-centred character of the modern human
sciences is paralleled by Derrida’s attack on the subject-centred charac-
ter of modern philosophy, and modern western thought in general.
Derrida, like Foucault, expresses his debt to Nietzsche, and also to 
Heidegger. His target is precisely defined in the following remark of
Heidegger’s, in his study of Nietzsche.

That period we call modern . . . is defined by the fact that man becomes
the center and measure of all beings. Man is the subjectum, that which
lies at the bottom of all beings, that is, in modern terms, at the bottom
of all objectification and representation. (In Habermas 1987: 133)

Derrida’s response to the modern paradigm of knowledge is to
propose a radical ‘decentring of the subject’. Language does not have
speakers with coherent, stable identities. Texts do not have authors with
purposive design and intention. The subject or author as much as the
text is a linguistic product – as Paul de Man puts it, we ‘rightfully
reduce’ the subject to ‘the status of a mere grammatical pronoun’. There
is no distinction between literature and philosophy; all discourses flow
into and interpenetrate each other; all are equally ‘fictive’, equally the
products of particular signifying practices. There can be no privileged
reading of a text or any other cultural practice, no universal or authen-
tic meaning assigned to it. Texts are open, ‘dialogic’ structures, shot
through with ‘aporias’ (ramifying contradictions) and ‘heteroglossia’ (a
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plurality of voices). Agreement on meaning can be reached, if at all, only
in particular ‘interpretive communities’ – of critics or citizens – and
remains internal to them. At any rate no author or reader, no agent or
subject, can be the privileged carrier of meaning. Just as with Baudrillard
the self is no more than the intersection of electronically-transmitted
messages, and with Foucault the meeting-point in the flows (or dis-
courses) of power, so with Derrida and the deconstructionists the self is
the place where language criss-crosses in a spiralling arc (or abyss) of
indeterminacy.12

Is there a clear connection between all this and a post-modern poli-
tics and social theory? Some have doubted it. Deconstructionism, they
allege, is so relentlessly subversive that it subverts itself. Despite its insis-
tence on difference, it conjures up a flattened, depthless, entropic world,
devoid of all energy. Its radical rejection of the concept of subject or
agent leaves society and history with no directional force. It leads to an
apolitical detachment and resignation, an attitude of irony and amuse-
ment at the comic human drama (Alexander 1994: 181).

Moreover, although it proclaims that the concept of ‘textuality’
applies to the world, not just to the book, its aestheticization of reality
and its obsession in practice with written language have seemed to some
to bring it closer to modernism than to post-modernism. It appears to
share in the modernist principle of the autonomous, separated world of
culture (Huyssen 1992: 60; cf. Connor 1989: 226). It is not surprising
therefore to find a high degree of ambiguity and uncertainty in the pol-
itics of many of the principal deconstructionsist – Derrida, for instance
(Poster 1990: 104–6; but cf. Derrida 1994).

Nevertheless it is not too difficult, at least in principle, to connect up
poststructuralism and deconstructionism with the social theory of post-
modernity. They go along with the general emphasis on fragmentation
and pluralism, and on the absence of any centralizing or ‘totalizing’
force, that is a feature of all theories of post-modernity. What they tend
to see at the individual level, post-modern theory sees at the level of
society. Deconstructionism’s dissolution of the subject is paralleled –
whether as cause or effect – by the post-modern dissolution of the social:
not in the sense of denying society as such, but in denying its power as
an embodied collectivity. Just as there is no responsible or active agent
in deconstructionism – no author of a text, for instance – so in post-
modern theory society cannot act, not at least in the manner assumed
by Marx or Durkheim.

This can lead postmodern theorists towards a radical individualism,
not easily distinguishable from the individualism of the contemporary
radical Right. But it has also led some theorists on the Left to recon-
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struct such traditional concepts as democracy. Democracy can no longer,
they argue, base itself on an ‘essentialist’ notion of a unitary and uni-
versal rational agent, the bearer of universal rights, as in classic liberal
theory. It must accept, post-modern style, the plurality of perspectives
and the differentiated identities that constitute individuals (or what may
be called the ‘non-individuality of individuals’). Democracy must adapt
itself to the fact of this irreducible pluralism – by abandoning the idea
of consensual politics, for one thing, or the view that the national 
‘sovereign’ state must be the only arena of politics. Such a concept of
democracy should prove, and has proved, attractive to several groups
concerned with the politics of identity and difference – feminists espe-
cially, but also those active on behalf of subordinate ethnic groups and
post-colonial peoples. Its appeal is that it does not abandon traditional
leftist goals of liberation, but attempts to give a new meaning to that
goal and proposes different means of achieving it (Laclau and Mouffe
1985; Mouffe 1993).

Moreover, even those such as Andreas Huyssen who argue that post-
structuralists are primarily modernist, in their overwhelming concern
with language and culture, see a critical difference between the older
and newer forms of discourse. Modernism believed in the power of art,
uncontaminated by extraneous considerations of politics and commerce,
to keep alive certain pure values. It contained implicitly, if not always
explicitly, a critique of modern society, especially in its bourgeois 
form. That is why ardent champions of modernism such as Clement
Greenberg could also be Marxists (Clark 1982). Poststructuralism
rejects this belief in the redemptive power of culture. Art cannot save
the individual or change the world. Such a vision of redemption was
always illusory, and is any case no longer credible.

It is in such a ‘retrospective reading’ of modernism, its awareness of
‘modernism’s limitations and failed political ambitions’, that poststruc-
turalism shows its affinity with post-modern theory (Huyssen 1992: 61).
More than this, perhaps. In its radical scepticism, its urge to deconstruct
and dissolve everything, its fundamentally anti-messianic and anti-
utopian character, poststructuralism connects up directly with one of
the central tenets of post-modernity: what Lyotard calls the ‘incredulity
toward metanarratives’ (1984a: xxiv). This is one of the best-known
and most generally accepted attributes of post-modern theory. It unifies
what would otherwise be a hopelessly diffuse and dispersed series of
propositions. In doing so, it shows where the theory of post-modernity
gets its main thrust from: not in the announcement of something 
new, in a positive sense, but in the rejection of the old, the past of 
modernity.
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The ‘metanarratives’ or ‘grand narratives’ that Lyotard talks about
are the great historico-philosophical schemes of progress and per-
fectibility that the modern age threw up. Though narratives, being 
prescriptive and practical, are distinguished by Lyotard from ‘science’,
which is concerned with truth and truth-claims, there cannot be any
doubt that much of the appeal of the metanarratives of modernity
turned on their association with science and the scientific method. From
Kant to Hegel and Marx, from Saint-Simon to Comte and Spencer, the
advancement of reason and freedom was linked to the progress of
modern science. Science was both a way of understanding the world
and a way of transforming it.

It is indeed the crisis of science that may partly account for the attrac-
tion of post-modern theory at the present time. The rejection of ‘grand
narratives’ had started, at least in the West, some time ago. Already in
the 1940s and 1950s books such as F. A. Hayek’s The Road to Serfdom
(1944), Karl Popper’s The Open Society and Its Enemies (1945), Jacob
Talmon’s The Origins of Totalitarian Democracy (1952), and Isaiah
Berlin’s Historical Inevitability (1954) had launched powerful and
highly influential attacks on the philosophical and historical presuppo-
sitions of much nineteenth-century social theory. The grand narrative of
Marxism in particular, as the most conspicuous and successful survivor
of nineteenth-century thought, was assailed for its theoretical short-
comings and its historical implausibility.

But not only did this leave the grand narrative of liberalism largely
unscathed. More importantly science remained untouched. In fact it was
further elevated as the only true method of inquiry, while its presence
in society – in the form of scientists amd scientific institutions – was
declared by some such as Sir Charles Snow to be the sole guarantor of
future progress and prosperity. Hence, though it was widely proclaimed
that ‘ideology’, in the sense of systematic social philosophies, had been
discredited, this did not prevent a quite powerful ideology of progress
from attaching itself to such ideas and practices as ‘modernization’ and
‘industrialization’. In this guise the grand narrative continued to enjoy
a flourishing career, in the west and the world at large.

The downfall of communism in eastern Europe, and its retreat in most
other parts of the world, has inevitably further weakened the credibility
of grand narratives (though arguably nationalism was waiting in the
wings to inherit the mantle). But it is perhaps more significant that mod-
ernization and industrialization are now also under attack, together with
the whole idea of progress that sustained them. There are a number of
reasons for this, but a principal one is the spread of ecological con-
sciousness. Ecology throws a pall of gloom over all theories of progress
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through further industrialization. The crisis of confidence has extended
to the scientists themselves. Not only do they now question the whole-
sale application of science to the world; they also raise disturbing 
questions about the very status of science as a privileged method of
understanding (see, for example, Griffin 1988). With the rise of the ‘new
indeterminacy’ – not to mention the repeated assaults of the sociologists
– science itself seems subject to the same subjectivity and relativism that
are characteristic of all narratives. ‘The game of science is . . . put on a
par with the others . . . Science plays its own game; it is incapable of legit-
imating the other language games’ (Lyotard 1984: 40–1; see also 53–60).

This is a turnabout indeed, by any measure – if it is true – one of
epochal proportions. Modernity was associated – even if mainly retro-
spectively – with the Scientfic Revolution of the seventeenth century
(Kolakowski 1990: 7). It was this that gave moderns the confidence that
they could match and even surpass the achievements of the ancients.
Out of this confidence came the grand themes and theories of Progress,
Reason, Revolution and Emancipation. In one form or another, covertly
or explicitly, they shored up most of the politics of the western world
from the late eighteenth to the mid-twentieth centuries.

Now, if the post-modernists are right, they are empty, high-sounding
words, no longer capable of inspiring commitment or action.13 It is 
not simply that ‘there aren’t any good, brave causes left’ to fight for
anymore, in the aggrieved tones of the protagonist of John Osborne’s
play of 1956, Look Back in Anger. The point seems to be that there
cannot now be any great causes left to fight for. Philosophy, whether in
the form of Popper’s anti-historicism or Derrida’s deconstructionism,
has undermined the pretensions of most social theories to be objective,
scientific accounts of the world. Politics, in the form of the failure of
communism as well as of other explicitly ideological experiments in
social reconstruction, has undermined confidence in the power of poli-
tics to re-make the world. The rot has now spread to liberalism as well.
The rational, autonomous individual of liberal theory has been dissolved
– ‘deconstructed’ – into a multiplicity of overlapping and mutually
inconsistent persons possessing different identities and interests. The
rational pusuit of goals by self-interested, utility-maximizing individuals
becomes a chimaera. The question, whose or what interest, properly
applies, it is claimed, as much to the many-headed individual as to the
plural society. In these conditions ‘reason’ or ‘truth’ become impossible,
because unreal, objectives (see Pangle 1992: 19–56).

The post-modernists can support their case by pointing to a wide-
spread disengagement and disillusionment with politics, both in the
newly-emergent democracies of eastern Europe and the older democra-
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cies of the west. This suggests a withdrawal and a scepticism consonant
with the discrediting of ‘grand narratives’. Others too, without neces-
sarily accepting the post-modern diagnosis in its own terms, have con-
curred to the extent of seeing in this condition a new, more profound
‘end of ideology’. Such is the position of Francis Fukuyama, whose
much-discussed statement on ‘the end of history’ (1992) was commonly
misinterpreted as a triumphalist vindication of western liberalism
against all other ideologies. In fact Fukuyama finds liberalism almost as
unattractive as its rivals. Its practical victory in the conflict with com-
munism heralds not a new era of freedom and creativity but an end to
the dialectic of ideas that gave history meaning. It means the reign 
of passive consumerism and privatized existence. In his melancholy
Nietzschean vision of the ‘last man’, Fukuyama conjures up a future
world as lacking in meaningful striving or purpose as any of the sce-
narios of the post-modernists (Fukuyama 1992: 287–339). The death
of grand narratives may mean less fanaticism but it also means the death
of passion, and the loss of the cultural creativity that comes of the strug-
gle of ideologies.

Lyotard himself puts a brave face on all this. The lack of a ‘univer-
sal metalanguage’ that can validate the great narratives does indeed
imply that we must abandon the Enlightenment goals of universal eman-
cipation and the rational society. Nor can these goals be saved in the
manner attempted by Jürgen Habermas, who looks to the achievement
of a rational ‘consensus’ through a dialogue between free and equal
actors. Such a hope still rests on the Enlightenment belief in humanity
as ‘a collective (universal) subject’, which attempts to achieve its
‘common emancipation’ through finding a structure of agreed or general
rules governing all forms of interaction. But there are no such univer-
sal rules of the game – of all games – and no prospect therefore of 
consensus. We have to acknowledge that ‘any consensus on the rules
defining a game and the “moves” playable within it must be local, in
other words agreed on by its present players and subject to eventual
cancellation’ (Lyotard 1984: 66).

Here are the grounds for some kind of optimism. The abandonment
of grand narratives leaves the way open for the free play of ‘little 
narratives’ (petits récits). Little narratives are for Lyotard the stuff of
‘imaginative invention’, in science as well as social life. They are forms
of ‘customary’ or ‘local’ knowledge, with the contextuality, provision-
ality and boundedness that this suggests (cf. Geertz 1983). Little narra-
tives – as in truth all narratives, shorn of their scientfic pretensions – do
not depend on external, objective validation but are internal to the com-
munities within which they occur. They determine their own criteria of
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competence and define what has the right to be said and done – that is,
they are self-legitimating. Unlike the scientific claims of grand narra-
tives, which are couched in homological universals, little narratives 
are ‘paralogical’, which means that they accept what according to the
canons of scientific logic would be called false reasoning and illogical
arguments.14 They show a ‘sensitivity to differences’ and a willingness
to ‘tolerate the incommensurable’. In this as in most other respects they
are like the popular stories recited in traditional societies, as in Homeric
Greece (Lyotard 1984: xxv, 18–23, 60).

The political vision underlying this is, as in much of Lyotard’s writing,
rather vague. It strives towards an ideal of an ‘open community’ based,
among other things, on the ‘temporary contract’. This, says Lyotard,
‘corresponds to the course that the evolution of social interaction is cur-
rently taking; the temporary contract is in practice supplanting perma-
nent institutions in the professional, emotional, sexual, cultural, family,
and international domains, as well as in political affairs’ (1984: 66).
This echo of post-Fordism is not altogether reassuring, as Lyotard
himself admits. It leaves room for exploitation and insecurity as much
as for flexibility and freedom. But it seems for Lyotard to spell out the
forms of the future. No more permanent institutions and organizations,
encased within the rigid framework of the nation state. No more 
‘totalizing’ ideologies, setting distant goals within the context of pseudo-
scientfic blueprints for the future. Instead a network of loosely con-
nected communities, inventing their own forms of life and finding their
own means to express them. Not social systems governed by metalan-
guages, but ‘the “atomization” of the social into flexible networks of
language games’ (Lyotard 1984: 17). Not scientific ‘laws’ of society, but
local customs and usage; not ‘legislators’ but ‘interpreters’ of culture
who seek to make communities mutually intelligible (cf. Bauman 1987;
1992: 1–25). Not Marx – but Proudhon?

A New Society? A New Epoch?

Lyotard’s gesture towards the future raises the question, finally, of post-
modernity and time. Where or how does post-modernity situate itself
in history? Does it see itself as a new period? Does it herald the coming
into being of a new society or civilization? What does the ‘post’ of post-
modernity mean?

The ‘post’ prefix in social theory has always been ambiguous. The
term ‘post-industrial’ is a good example. For some writers, especially
economic historians, it has meant the society created after and as a result
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of the Industrial Revolution of the late eighteenth century. In that sense
they have used it to refer to what most sociologists have called simply
‘industrial society’. For sociologists such as Daniel Bell, on the other
hand, ‘post-industrial’ refers to the society emerging out of and suc-
ceeding classic industrial society. For him post-industrial is after indus-
trial society. As we have seen, he eventually came to give the new society
a name, the ‘information society’.15

Nevertheless even with Bell there is some ambiguity. ‘Post-industrial’
evidently comes out of industrial. It carries its mark. The very name
implies a degree of continuity, as if the new society can only define itself
by a backward look. How much continuity? For some people what Bell
was as post-industrial they saw as ‘super’- or ‘hyper’-industrial society,
so struck were they by the high degree of continuity (see, for example,
Kumar 1978).

Postmodernism and post-modernity raise the problem of period 
and new beginnings in an even more acute form. There are certainly
some, such as Charles Jencks and Ihab Hassan, who are confident 
that a new culture and civilization is emerging, one that goes beyond
modernity. Less clearly, and certainly less optimistically, there are
thinkers such as François Lyotard who define a post-modern ‘condition’
still tied to a predominantly modern industrial principle of ‘performa-
tivity’. This is a post-modernity struggling to be born, to throw off the
incubus of the past (in Lyotard’s case, partly in order to recover the sub-
versiveness of the original movement of modernism).

But the more typical case is more ambiguous still, as exemplified by
writers such as Fredric Jameson and Scott Lash. Both of these formally
reject the idea of a new, post-modern, society. Postmodern culture,
which they acknowledge, they regard, in Jameson’s words, as ‘the cul-
tural dominant of the logic of late capitalism’ (Jameson 1992: 46; cf.
Lash 1990: 3, Lash and Urry 1994: 15). But not only do they both, as
we have seen, elevate culture to a new centrality in the economy and
society. Their whole account of ‘late’ (or ‘disorganized’) capitalism 
suggests that we are in a radically new situation, one that marks it off
decisively from past society.

For Jameson, just as realism in culture corresponds to market 
capitalism, and modernism to monopoly capitalism or imperialism, so
postmodernism corresponds to late or multinational capitalism. This
historical typology already expresses a sequence of stages and periods.
But Jameson goes further in demarcating them in such a way as to
emphasize the discontinuities and differences between them. They may
all be capitalist, but this seems minor by comparison with what distin-
guishes the different stages or orders of capitalism.
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Thus late capitalism inaugurates the ‘Third Machine Age’, one in
which the new technology of information and communication comes to
occupy a dominant position in the economic infrastructure, relegating
manufacturing technology to a subordinate role. It establishes ‘a
network of power and control . . . difficult for our minds and imagina-
tion to grasp: the whole new decentered global network of the third
stage of capital’. Again and again Jameson dwells on ‘the incapacity of
our minds, at least at present, to map the great global multinational 
and decentered communicational network in which we find ourselves as
individual subjects’. He speaks of ‘the as yet untheorized original space
of some new “world system” of multinational or late capitalism’, ‘some
as yet unimaginable new mode of representing’ its new ‘world space’
(Jameson 1992: 35–6, 38, 44, 50, 54). We are still manifestly, accord-
ing to Jameson, in a capitalist world. But everything he says about the
third stage – the new global reach of capital, the pivotal importance of
media and communication, the enhanced role of culture, the loss of the
sense of history – points to a new era.

Lash’s position is similar. His later work with John Urry goes even
further in sketching the outlines of a new society of ‘signs and space’,
a society in which signs have replaced things, and objects – both people
and images – are caught up in a ceaseless world-wide flow (Lash and
Urry 1994). This is still ‘disorganized capitalism’, to use their earlier
term. But they do not hesitate to talk about ‘post-industrial society’ 
and the ‘postmodernization of contemporary political economies’. More
strikingly they point to the growth of a high degree of ‘reflexivity’ or
self-consciousness among the populations of contemporary industrial
societies, to the point where it is creating new possibilities for social
relations in a wide variety of spheres – ‘for intimate relations, for friend-
ship, for work relations, for leisure and for consumption’ (Lash and
Urry 1994: 31). Once again the ‘end of organized capitalism’ seems to
throw us into a new situation, where the old rules no longer apply and
new ways of thinking and acting have emerged. ‘Post-modernity’ as gen-
erally characterized does not seem too misleading a description of this
new condition – especially if we bear in mind that post-modernity and
capitalism, as we have seen with David Harvey, are not necessarily 
antithetical concepts.

Jameson and Lash exemplify another important feature of writing
about post-modernity. Like a number of other theorists they do not iden-
tify themselves with a post-modern approach. But they are so sympa-
thetic to its basic concepts, and elucidate them with such understanding,
that they appear in practice to embrace a post-modern view of the
world. They are in effect closet post-modernists. That is often the case
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with post-modernists. It is very hard indeed to find anyone who declares
unequivocally for the post-modern position. One of the curiosities of
the much-publicized post-modern party is how few fully paid-up
members its appears to have. Most of the French thinkers associated
with the theory, for instance, either publicly distance themselves from
it, or avoid referring to it in their writings. Those, like Jencks, who
declare themselves full-blooded post-modernists lay themselves open to
considerable critical attack, not to say ridicule. It is a dangerous provo-
cation to be a post-modernist, in academic circles at least. There are far
more books and articles telling us what is wrong with post-modern
theory than there are statements in its favour – or even, for that matter,
telling us clearly what it is.

But post-modernity has more friends than this might make us think.
There are in fact a good number of closet post-modernists. Leaving aside
the our-and-out opponents of post-modern theory (for example, 
Callinicos 1989; Norris 1991), there are a considerable number of 
commentators like Jameson and Lash whose very involvement and fas-
cination with post-modern phenomena seem half-way towards an
acceptance of a post-modern position.16 They are the fellow-travellers
of post-modernity, if not full party members. To that extent they lend
support to the idea that we are indeed in a new, post-modern period of
history.

There is an alternative position, which has been persuasively put by
Zygmunt Bauman, Andreas Huyssen and others. This, while generally
denying that post-modernity represents a new era, accepts that we 
are in a new situation to the extent that we can now, for the first time,
look back at modernity. We can reflect upon it. The ‘post’ of post-
modernity refers not so much to a new period or society coming 
‘after’ modernity as to the view of modernity possible after the com-
pletion of modernity – or at least as much of it as could be completed
in its own terms. Post-modernity means that modernity can now be
inspected ‘as in the rearview mirror’ (Nederveen Pieterse 1992: 26). As
put by Matei Calinescu, post-modernity is not ‘a new name for a new
“reality”, or “mental structure”, or “world view”, but a perspective
from which one can ask certain questions about modernity in its general
incarnations’ (Calinescu 1987: 278).17

This is an attractive view. It seems to capture well what many post-
modernist critics and theorists are in fact doing. It is also satisfyingly
historical in the way that it places post-modernity at the end of the
period of history – roughly the last two hundred years – during which
modernity can reasonably be said to have worked itself out. Hegel-like
it declares that it is only now, as dusk settles on the modern project,
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that we can see what it really looks like, what it was all about. Knowl-
edge and understanding come post factum. Post-modernity is modernity
recollected, if not in tranquillity at least at the end of the working day.
The concept of post-modernity, says Bauman,

supplies a new and external vantage point, from which some aspects of
the world which came into being in the aftermath of the Enlightenment
and the Capitalist Revolution (aspects not visible, or allotted secondary
importance, when observed from inside the unfinished process) acquire
saliency and can be turned into pivotal issues of the discourse . . .

Postmodernity may be interpreted as fully developed modernity taking
a full measure of the anticipated consequences of its historical work . . .
modernity conscious of its true nature – modernity for itself. (Bauman
1992: 102–3, 187; see also 23–4)18

For Bauman this perspective means that we are now more aware of
the limits of modernity, its over-ambitious and to some extent tyranni-
cal enterprise. The postmodern condition is ‘modernity emancipated
from false consciousness’. In particular, intellectuals now realize that
their role cannot be that of laying down absolute rules and standards
for society, in accordance with some notion of the principles of univer-
sal truth and reason. No such principles exist. Intellectuals must accept
the more modest role of interpreters and brokers of customs and cul-
tures, using their skills to help communities to understand one another.
While this may seem a come-down from the high position of modernist
‘legislators’, it is not only more realistic but has the advantage of restor-
ing to individuals ‘the fullness of moral choice and responsibility’. Indi-
viduals and societies are far less determined, far freer to shape their own
destinies, than the classic social theory of modernity allowed them. In
that sense post-modernity, as a perspective, releases some of the hidden
potential of modernity. It uncovers the modern spirit that modernity
aspired to check and restrain through the construction of a perfected,
rational society, governed by experts. ‘The postmodern state of mind is
the radical . . . victory of modern (that is, inherently critical, restless,
unsatisfied, insatiable) culture over the modern society it aimed to
improve through throwing it wide open to its own potential’ (Bauman
1992: viii, 188).

Huyssen, too, sees postmodernism as an opportunity, an opening to
new possibilities that were always latent or inherent in modernity. This
prospect was opened up by the recognition of the limits of modernism
within the mode of modernity; the perception that there had been a con-
fusion of modernism and modernization. It was, he says, ‘only in the
1970s that the historical limits of modernism came into sharp forcus’.
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Hence the rise of postmodernism as a cultural movement. Postmod-
ernism thus expresses the crisis of modernism. But it does not mean the
end of modernity, or even of modernism. Postmodernism does not make
modernism obsolete; on the contrary ‘it casts a new light on it’, and
appropriates many of its techniques and strategies for its own purposes.
But it forces us to reject the ‘one-way history of modernism which inter-
prets it as a logical unfolding towards some imaginary goal’. It makes
us see that modernism is open-ended, necessarily incomplete, full of 
possibilities that were excluded by the received ideologies of modernity
(Marxist as well as bourgeois). What has become obsolete, therefore,
are ‘the codifications of modernism . . . which are based on a teleologi-
cal view of progress and modernization’ (Huyssen 1992: 67). It is this
space that is now occupied by postmodernism, with its radically differ-
ent conception of progress and history.

What further enhances the appeal of this general position – post-
modernity as the questioning and loosening of modernity – is that it
corresponds quite closely to some other influentially expressed-views on
the current state of modern societies. In these cases there is an explicit
disclaimer of a post-modern analysis, but what is advanced seems not
very different from Bauman and Huyssens. Anthony Giddens and Ulrich
Beck are the best-known advocates of the view that modern societies,
while not usefully thought of as ‘post-modern’, have reached a stage of
‘high’ or ‘radicalized’ modernity in which the dominant characteristic is
a high degree of ‘reflexivity’. By this they mean that modern societies
have reached a point where they are forced to reflect on themselves, and
at the same time have developed the capability of reflecting back
on themselves. Giddens tends to emphasize personal, individual 
self-reflexivity – the ‘life plan’; while Beck emphasizes societal self-
reflexivity – social monitoring and social movements. But both share the
view that the long-standing patterns of development of modern societies
have now thrown up such fundamental problems and dilemmas that
they call into question any further movement along those lines. Moder-
nity must now take stock of itself and become self-conscious about its
future. ‘We have not moved beyond modernity but are living precisely
through a phase of its radicalization’ (Giddens 1990: 51; see also
150–73; Giddens 1991; Beck 1992; Beck, Giddens and Lash 1994).19

In Beck’s case the argument takes the unusual form of a concern with
the high degree and high number of ‘risks’ thrown up by modern society
– risks connected with such matters as environmental pollution, the haz-
ardous use of nuclear power, and the industrial treatment of food and
farming. What this portends, however, is not the end of modernity but
the rise of a self-conscious ‘risk society’ that takes upon itself the task
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of modernizing the principles of modernity. Modernity has hitherto seen
itself narrowly as ‘industrial society’. Industrial society is however only
imperfectly modern; it is ‘a semi-modern society’, not so much because
of the persistence of feudal remnants as because its own practices and
institutions deny the universal principles of modernity as conceived by
the Enlightenment. The risk society acknowledges that to continue along
the lines of classic industrialism is to run the danger of self-destruction.
The requirement now is less industrialization and more modernization
– more application of the principles of modernity to the dangerously
limiting practices and perspectives of capitalist industrial society. The
result – as also conceived in the post-modernist perspective of Bauman
and Huyssen – would be to free modernity from its neurotic thraldom
to a limited part of itself, to unleash its full potential for rational reflec-
tion and all-round development.

Just as modernization dissolved the structure of feudal society in the nine-
teenth century and produced the industrial society, modernization today
is dissolving industrial society and another modernity is coming into being
. . . Today, at the threshold of the twenty-first century, in the developed
western world, modernization has consumed and lost its other and 
now undermines its own premises as an industrial society along with its
functional principles. Modernization within the horizon of experience of
pre-modernity is being displaced by reflexive modernization . . . Modern-
ization within the paths of industrial society is being replaced by a mod-
ernization of the principles of industrial society . . . It is this antagonism
opening up between industrial society and modernity that distorts our
attempts at a ‘social mapping’, since we are so thoroughly accustomed to
conceiving of modernity within the categories of industrial society . . . We
are witnessing not the end but the beginning of modernity – that is, of a
modernity beyond its classic industrial design . . . Reflexive modernization
means not less but more modernity, a modernity radicalized against the
paths and categories of the classical industrial society. (Beck 1992: 10,
14–15; see also 57, 81–2, 87, 104, 153–235).

Bauman and Huyssen talk about post-modernity and post-
modernism; Giddens and Beck about late modernity and reflexive mod-
ernization. The fact that, despite this, they can agree substantially on
what they all regard as the central feature of contemporary industrial
societies is an indication that the idea of historical stage or period is not
crucial to the postmodern debate. This is shown even more by the 
relative insouciance postmodernists themselves display towards the
problem of periodization. Hassan, for instance, one of the foremost
advocates of the post-modern position, has explicitly denied that this

MODERNITY AND POST-MODERNITY (II) 163

FPI6  8/17/2004  3:36 PM  Page 163



means that we must speak of a new era or period succeeding the
modern. Postmodernism is as hybridized as any period or style; only
perhaps more so.

History moves in measures both continuous and discontinuous. Thus the
prevalence of postmodernism today . . . does not suggest that ideas or
institutions of the past cease to shape the present . . .

Modernism and postmodernism are not separated by an Iron Curtain
or Chinese Wall; for history is a palimpsest, and culture is permeable to
time past, time present, and time future. We are all, I suspect, a little Vic-
torian, Modern, and Postmodern, at once . . . This means that a ‘period’
. . . must be perceived in terms both of continuity and discontinuity, the
two perspectives being complementary and partial . . . (Hassan 1985:
119, 121)

Hassan does however suggest that, unlike terms such as romanticism
and classicism, baroque and rococo, the word postmodernism ‘evokes
what it wishes to surpass or suppress, modernism itself. The term thus
contains its enemy within . . .’ (1985: 121). This suggests a greater
degree of dependency of the postmodern on the modern than is nor-
mally implied in the succession of types or historical periods. The 
suspicion that we might be thinking in the wrong terms about post-
modernity is heightened by the frequent reference in the postmodernist
literature to those whom Hassan calls ‘prepostmodernists’: the ances-
tors and precursors of contemporary postmodernism (Hassan 1992:
198). All movements have their heroic predecessors; but critics have
protested at the unusually wide historical diffusion as well as the
immense variety of those that make up the genealogy of postmodernism
(see, for example, Berman 1983: 351). It is one thing to see in such 
relatively recent thinkers as Nietzsche, Simmel, James, Heidegger and
Levinas the seeds of postmodernist thought. It seems to be stretching
things rather too far to find among literary precursors not just Borges
and Gertrude Stein, not just Baudelaire and the Brontes, not just Sterne
and Blake, but Rabelais and Cervantes and even Homer – not to
mention the artists and thinkers of the Baroque.20 Hassan guilelessly
remarks that ‘there is some evidence that postmodernism, and mod-
ernism even more, are beginning to slip and slide in time’ (1985: 121);
but such a promiscuous jumbling of historical epochs, stretching over a
period of two thousand years, not only casts doubt on the novelty and
distinctiveness of postmodernism but suggests that its proponents do
not take seriously the task of historical placing. It seems so much like
a typical post-modernist game.
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But we should remember that, at least so far as cultural postmod-
ernism goes, they are doing little more than following well-known prac-
tices in cultural history. It has been common, for instance, to recover or
discover ‘neglected’ classics from the past, or to see in established clas-
sics the seeds of future forms. There is nothing wrong in finding post-
modernist elements in Sterne’s Tristram Shandy, or in retrospectively
renaming Joyce or Kafka or even Flaubert as postmodernsist writers.
All movements – political as well as cultural – ‘reinvent their ancestors’.
A style, just like a period or mode of production, can only trace its
ancestry, its genealogy, once it has reached a certain stage of develop-
ment. Only then can it be clear what its main features are. The finding
of numerous ‘prepostmodernists’ might then be taken as some evidence
of the reality of postmodern culture.

But, in the end, the cheerfully cavalier attitude which the proponents
of post-modernity display towards the past is an indication of their 
fundamental indifference to it. Or rather, their indifference to the past
as real history. We have already seen, in architecture, their essentially
eclectic manner of dealing with past forms, their love of pastiche and
parody. The past is something to be played with, to be cannibalized 
for aesthetic purposes. Literary examples would include the new kind
of ‘historical’ novel, as in John Fowles’s The French Lieutenant’s
Woman (1969) and E. L. Doctorow’s Ragtime (1975). Here there is no
attempt to reconstruct the historical past, in the manner say of Walter
Scott or Victor Hugo. Instead images or stereotypes of the past – 
Victorian prudery, the jazz age – are self-consciously and knowingly
employed to create special effects, often of an ironic kind. There is no
idea of fidelity to the past, or any attempt to treat the past as an organic
part of the present (see Jameson 1992: 16–25; also Hutcheon 1988:
105–23).

The post-modern rejection of grand narratives also devalues the past.
The past is no longer a story within which we can situate ourselves –
whether that story be one of growth, progress and emancipation, or one
of growth, maturity and decline. We have no grounds for reading such
significance in history. The past is essentially meaningless. Hence the
pointlessness of talking about post-modernity as an era or period ‘suc-
ceeding’ modernity.21 That would still suggest some significance, some
idea of development or even progress, in the historical record. In the
postmodernist view all periods are equal – equally full and equally
empty, equally interesting and equally uninteresting. ‘In the postmod-
ern, the past itself has disappeared (along with the well-known “sense
of the past” or historicity and collective memory’ (Jameson 1992: 309;
see also Harvey 1989: 54). What takes its place are simulacra, images
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or representations of the past – but with no sense of the past that is 
represented.

When the ‘death of the past’ was announced some time ago, it had
as one of its purposes the repudiation of speculative or ‘philosophical’
history, and its replacement by sober, ‘scientific’ history – by what was
seen as real history (see, for example, Plumb 1973). The post-modern
rejection of the past goes for deeper. It has no time for sober, scientific
history either. It lives in what Jameson calls a ‘depthless present’,
without a sense of the past or of the future. The modernist obsession
with the New was only possible when the old, the past of pre-modern
society, was still sufficiently present to act as a foil and a contrast. That
old has now completely gone, at least in the west, and the new no longer
has the capacity to excite and stir the imagination (Jameson 1992:
307–11; see also Anderson 1984). The end of the ‘tradition of the new’
also means the end of a sense of the future as something constantly
acceleration away and distancing itself from the past. What persists,
what alone gives us material for contemplation, is a timeless present.

With the devaluation of time comes the elevation of space. The plane
of the timeless present is the spatial. If things do not get their signifi-
cance from their place in history, they can receive it only from their dis-
tribution in space. Post-modernity traffics in the contemporaneous and
the simultaneous, in synchronic rather than diachronic time. Relations
of nearness and distance in space, rather than in time, become the
measure of significance.

The spatial implosion brought about by the global informational and
communicational network is one example. Not to be a part of it is to
be cut off from a significant section of contemporary life. The multina-
tional networks of global capitalism are another example, the other face
of the decentralization and dispersion that are the most obvious features
of the post-Fordist economy. In both cases individuals are inserted in
new sets of social relations, both at work and beyond it, to each other.
Then there is the new importance of landscape and townscape, the
heightened awareness of urban space and the need to regulate the coun-
tryside. The activities of ecological groups and other social movements
concerned with urban forms and natural spaces is one obvious indica-
tion. There is also the novel development of ‘post-modern’ cities such
as Los Angeles, with their radically decentred urban communities. This
throws into relief the de-industrialization of the older cities, and the
predicament of new groups of the urban ‘underclass’ trapped in their
decaying inner areas. All this calls for a new kind of ‘cognitive mapping’,
a new way of perceiving the spatial relations between neighbourhood,
city and the global systems of information and economic organization
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(see on all this Soja 1989; Harvey 1989; Agnew and Duncan 1989;
Carter et al. 1993; Lash and Urry 1994; Jameson 1992: 364–76,
410–18).

The domain of the spatial, it has been argued, extends even to the
sense of self and personal identity. The ‘de-centred subject’ of post-
modern theory no longer thinks of his/her identity in historical or 
temporal terms. There is now no expectation of continuous life-long
development, no story of personal growth over time. Instead the post-
modern self considers itself as a discontinuous entity, as an identity (or
identities) constantly made and re-made in neutral time. No one iden-
tity or identity segment is privileged over the other; there is no devel-
opment or maturation over time. This seems to require a metaphor of
the self conceived in spatial terms – or, to put it in another way, in schiz-
ophrenic terms, ‘the pure and unrelated presents in time’ experienced
by the schizophrenic, unable to unify past, present and future (Jameson
1992: 27). Personal biography becomes a matter of discontinuous expe-
riences and identities, rather than a story of a developing personality.
The post-modern individual does not experience the ‘sentimental edu-
cation’ and personal growth of Goethe’s Wilhelm Meister or Dickens’s
David Copperfield. He or she is more likely to feel a resemblance to
Luke Reinhart’s dice-man, ceaselessly changing roles and identities in an
eternal present.

We are here in Foucault territory, so perhaps it is fitting that Fou-
cault should be allowed the last word on the rise of the spatial:

The great obsession of the nineteenth century was, as we know, history:
with its themes of development and suspension, of crisis and cycle, themes
of the ever-accumulating past, with its great preponderance of dead men
and the menacing glaciation of the world . . . The present epoch will
perhaps be above all the epoch of space. We are in the epoch of simul-
taneity: we are in the epoch of juxtaposition, the epoch of the near and
far, of the side-by-side, of the dispersed. We are at a moment, I believe,
when our experience of the world is less that of a long life developing
through time than that of a network that connects points and intersects
with its own skein. (In Soja 1989: 10)

So here we have the post-modern world: a world of eternal present-
ness, without origin or destination, past or future; a world in which it
is impossible to find a centre, or any point or perspective from which it
is possible to view it steadily and to view it whole; a world in which all
that presents itself are the temporary, shifting and local forms of knowl-
edge and experience. Here are no deep structures, no secret or final

MODERNITY AND POST-MODERNITY (II) 167

FPI6  8/17/2004  3:36 PM  Page 167



causes; all is (or is not) what it appears on the surface. It is an end to
modernity, and all that it promised and proposed.

Is this our future? How does it differ from the visions of the theo-
rists of the information society, or the projections of the post-Fordist
theorists? It is time now to assess the three approaches together, and to
consider in what ways they might help us to think about our present
condition and future prospects.
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7

Millennial Themes:
Endings and Beginnings

The fall of Communism can be regarded as a sign that modern thought – based on the
premise that the world is objectively knowable, and that the knowledge so obtained can be
absolutely generalized – has come to a final crisis.

Vaclav Havel (1992: 15)

What we are experiencing is not the crisis of modernity. We are experiencing the need to
modernize the presuppositions upon which modernity is based. The current crisis is not the
crisis of Reason but that of the . . . irrational motives of rationalization as it has been pursued
thus far.

André Gorz (1989: 1)

The point is that we are within the culture of postmodernism to the point where its facile
repudiation is as impossible as any equally facile celebration of it is complacent and corrupt.

Fredric Jameson (1992: 62)

Apocalypse and Millennium

Theories announcing some dramatic shift, some new direction, in
western history, are not new. They accompanied the Renaissance and
Reformation. They were present in the eighteenth century, at the birth
of modernity. They were prominent at the end of the last century, in the
1890s and 1900s. From our point of view it is these more recent ones
that are the most interesting. They show some striking parallels with 
our own condition. Not only did they occur, as ours do, at the end of a
century. They also have something of the same character. Then as now
there was the same mixture of hope and despondency, confidence and
despair. Apocalyptic pronouncements of decline and degeneration were
matched by ringing declarations that never before had western civiliza-
tion reached such heights of prosperity and progress. Just as now, while
some deplored the impact of western societies and the spread of western
materialism throughout the world, others gloried in the fact that western
civilization – western values and institutions – had apparently become
the only acceptable model to the rest of the world’s societies (Adas 1994).
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Fin-de-siècles, in the western tradition at least, have a tendency to
inspire this kind of prophetic thinking. ‘Our sense of epoch,’ Frank
Kermode has said, ‘is gratified above all by the ends of centuries’
(Kermode 1968b: 96; see also Schwartz 1990). This presumably has
something to do with the tangled legacy of millennialism in western
thought. Although this mainly concerned the Second Coming of Christ
and his thousand-year reign on earth – the millennium – it also applied
to the prophecy of the end of the world at the end of the (first) millen-
nium after Christ’s first appearance in this world. The passing of the
year 1000 without this terminal event notwithstanding, western thought
continued to be fascinated by the idea of the ends of millennia or – 
analogically – centuries as being somehow peculiarly revealing of the
nature of things and of our destiny to come.

Typically therefore the millennial feeling concentrated on fin-de-
siècles contained two things. There was the sense of an ending – 
originally, the end of the world and of earthly history; and there was
the heightened expectation of a new beginning, a radically new era of
peace, freedom and happiness – the original Christian millennium.
Apocalyptic terrors connected to the end of the world – the fire and
sword imagery of the Book of Revelation – were mixed with millennial
hopes and expectations that out of that storm would come a great peace
and joy, ‘a new heaven and a new earth’. Endings and new beginnings
were linked in a single structure of thought, though it was always open
to particular ages and thinkers which feature they chose to dwell on.

It would be wrong to suggest that current theories of change in indus-
trial societies are solely bound up with this fin-de-siècle feeling. The first
of them, the original theory of post-industrial society as formulated by
Daniel Bell, surfaced as long ago as the mid-1960s, Since that time there
has been a steady stream of such theories, of which the ones considered
in this book have been the principal varieties. So we are talking about
theories that have occupied the whole of the last third of this century.
Moreover, as compared with past fin-de-siècles, the current views of the
coming century are peculiarly lacking in élan, distinctly low-keyed. The
announcement of the end of this or that project or period – ‘modernity’,
‘history’ – brings with it little excitement or hope, little sense of a new
beginning or something to look forward to in the future. Many com-
mentators seem sunk rather in a mood of resignation or melancholy
(Kumar 1995a).

Nevertheless, the onset of the end, not just of another century but of
another millennium, is bound to have an effect on the theories under
consideration. It clearly affects their appeal, as is shown in the popu-
larity of slogans about post-modernity and post-history, and the 
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publicity given to their utterance. It is responsible for a growing volume
of books, conferences and television series which focus on the fin-de-
siècle and the millennial turn. These give to the more academic theories
a greater resonance with the temper of their times than is customary. It
has the effect also of encouraging their proponents to strengthen and to
an extent simplify their pronouncements, to chime in with the popular
mood of apocalyptic expectation. Despite some disavowals, few have
been able to resist the temptation of thus gaining some additional pub-
licity for their views. So even though many of the theories were elabo-
rated before a strong sense of fin-de-siècle came upon us, they have come
to be identified with its mood and to shape themselves, in part at least,
according to its expectations.

There has been another, more immediate and in some ways more
compelling, cause of this. the approaching end of the century has wit-
nessed one of the most significant developments of contemporary
history, perhaps of modern history as a whole. This is the failure and
eclipse of communism in central and eastern Europe, and the decline of
Marxism as an ideology throughout the world. There may be, there
must be, an element of pure historical accident in this coincidence of
events, the end of communism and the end of the century. There seems
no obvious reason why, if communism was destined to fail, it should
choose to do so in so spectacular a fashion precisely in the last decade
of the twentieth century. But the coincidence is a palpable fact, and the
idea that there might be some hidden connection between these two stir-
ring events has been almost impossible to resist. Since, at the same time,
many of the explanations for the downfall of communism have drawn
in particular upon theories of the information society and of post-
modernity (see Kumar 1995b), this too has served to confer upon such
theories of change many of the customary features of fin-de-siècle prog-
nostications. The end of the century, the end of communism, and the
end – say – of modernity, seem to possess at least an ‘elective affinity’
for one another, even if we would be hard put to specify causal links.

Still, there may be no need to attempt to make the millennial con-
nection in understanding the appeal of our theories. In some cases, as
with the concept of the information society, their utopian character is
sufficiently developed by the thinkers themselves not to need any help
from fin-de-siècle sentiment. Even where, as with several of the theo-
rists of post-modernity, there is little enthusiasm for the state of things
described, the scope and nature of the claims made can scarcely be con-
sidered modest or lacking in grandeur. We are faced, at the end of the
twentieth century, with a series of pronouncements and declarations
that, taken either singly or together, amount to the claim that the
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western world is undergoing one of the most profound transformations
of its existence.

We are at the end of modernity; we are at the end of history. Social-
ism is dead, utopia is dead, Even nature has died. More cheerfully, we
are entering a new post-industrial age, the age of information and com-
munication. We are moving into a post-Fordist era of small organiza-
tions and revivified craft work. We can look forward to a post-modern
world that has renounced the errors of modernity and opened the way
to a new freedom.

This is only a selection of the claims currently being made for our
times. On all sides one hears the expression of convictions that things
have fundamentally changed in one way or another. The modern nuclear
family has disintegrated, to be replaced by a diversity of individual
arrangements. Class society has dissolved, leading to fragmented group-
ings and movements based on ethnicity, gender or locality. The nation
state, the classic political embodiment of modernity, has gone, assailed
by a combination of global and local forces. Parliamentary democracy
has broken down; the age of mass electorates and mass political parties
has passed. Democracy and citizenship have to be rethought; older con-
cepts such as ‘civil society’ may have to be revived, and re-applied to
current conditions. At the most elevated level of all is the persistently
voiced conviction that the whole of our industrial way of life, the legacy
of the ‘Great Transformation’ of the industrial revolution, is fatally
flawed. Allowed to cover the earth unchecked, as it is currently in the
process of doing, it will not merely render social life intolerable, it will
destroy the planet itself.

Many of these claims, again, are not new; they go back some 
time, in some cases to the mid-century or even earlier. They have 
not all emerged as a unified chorus at the very end of the century. More-
over there are some obvious difficulties in attempting an overall assess-
ment of them. They are made at vary different levels of generality, and
they are directed at varying levels of society. At one level are the asser-
tions concerning changes in family life, gender and sexuality. These 
have essentially to do with new forms of personal identity. At quite
another level are the assertions about globalization and planetary 
devastation. These engage the ideologies and economies of western 
and, indeed, world society. The problem is not only one of connecting
the various levels, for instance those of the family and the economy.
Most theorists are aware of this need, where relevant, and meet it with
greater or lesser degrees of success. More forbidding is the formidable
range of material, and the variety of skills and techniques, that would
have to be drawn upon in attempting a general assessment of so numer-
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ous and varied a set of claims. The danger is of a descent into 
vacuousness.

One way of trying  to avoid this danger is to limit the scope of the
theories examined. The theories we have been considering in this book
are mainly concerned with changes in the culture, politics, and economic
and social institutions of contemporary western societies. That hardly
makes them narrow – their ambitiousness indeed is one part of their
appeal, and a good reason for their claims on our attention. But it does
make them more manageable than if we try to take on change at all
levels of the global system, not to mention those of the eco-system.1 This
does not mean that we have to ignore those levels. Post-modernity, for
instance, evidently touches on questions of personal identity as much as
it does on the impact of global processes. So too, though more indi-
rectly, do the theories of post-Fordism and the information society. Any
of these theories can, depending on interest, be pursued at a number of
different levels, from the most intimate to the most global, from the
most cultural to the most material. But there should also be a way of
handling them that makes them more amenable to the kinds of discus-
sion traditionally engaged in by sociologists.

That, at any rate, is the main intent of this chapter. But none of this
is meant to make us ignore the larger picture. The theories we have been
considering are clearly part of a widespread feeling, among intellectu-
als and the general population alike, that western societies, and perhaps
the world at large, have undergone fundamental changes. Such a feeling
may be in some ways misplaced but we cannot disregard it. The con-
stant stream, over the past twenty to thirty years, of new theories of
change cannot all be put down to the machinations of the media indus-
try. It must reflect something real in the experience of these societies, a
real sense of disruption and disorientation. We need to keep this in
mind, and to consider what it might mean, whatever our assessment of
the particular theories under consideration.

The Information Society and the Home-Centred Society

We have questioned, in chapter 2, the idea of a movement to an infor-
mation society. If this is meant – as it is by thinkers such as Daniel Bell
– to refer to the coming into being of a new society, replacing the society
of classic industrialism, then this is an exaggerated and mistaken claim.
There is no question of the significance of the new information tech-
nology in large areas of social and economic life. This does not amount
to the establishment of a new principle of society, or the advent of some
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‘third wave’ of social evolution. In most areas, information technology
has speeded up processes begun some time ago; it has aided the imple-
mentation of certain strategies of management in organizations; it has
changed the nature of work for many workers; it has accelerated certain
trends in leisure and consumption. But it has not produced a radical
shift in the way industrial societies are organized, or in the direction in
which they have been moving. The imperatives of profit, power and
control seem as predominant now as they have ever been in the history
of capitalist industrialism. The difference lies in the greater range and
intensity of their applications made possible by the communications rev-
olution; not in any change in the principles themselves.

But we also noted that simply to characterize the information society
as (still) ‘capitalist’ or ‘industrial’ was not the end of the story. Capi-
talism is not a timeless category. It has a history, with changing forms
and features. Even its spatial extensions, as in the current phase of global
capitalism, develop in time, at particular moments of capitalism’s evo-
lution. So ‘informational capitalism’, if we can swallow the term, has
its own specific contribution to make to that evolution. Like kindred
terms such as ‘late’ or ‘post-industrial’ or ‘post-Fordist’ capitalism, it
points to a way of doing things that may look and feel very different
from previous forms of capitalism.

The impact of information technology on such matters as employ-
ment, the functioning of capital markets, and the restructuring of cities
has been amply documented and discussed (Castells 1989; Hepworth
1989; Sassen 1991; Mulgan 1991; Carnoy et al. 1993; Lash and Urry
1994). All the studies make it clear that capitalism now works through
informational networks that have transformed many of its key opera-
tions. The compression of space and time made possible by the new 
communication technology alters the speed and scope of decisions,
enhancing the capacity of the system to respond rapidly to changes but
by the same token rendering it more vulnerable through a tendency to
amplify relatively minor disturbances into major crises (for example, the
global stock market crash of ‘Black Monday’, 19 October 1987). Orga-
nizations can decentralize and disperse, with high-level decision-making
remaining in ‘world cities’ – New York, London, Tokyo – while lower-
level managerial operations, linked to the centre by communication net-
works, can take place virtually anywhere on the face of the earth. Cities
and regions now have to compete to establish their positions in the global
flows of information, or miss out on the most dynamic developments.
‘People live in places; power rules through flows’ (Castells 1989: 349).

But it is in the sphere of leisure and consumption, rather than work
and production, that we can see the most direct and dramatic impact
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of the revolution in information technology. Perhaps that is why social
theorists, traditionally concerned more with the nature of work and eco-
nomic organization than with non-work activities, have tended to stress
the continuities with past forms of capitalist society. Informational cap-
italism has restructured work and industrial organization, but in ways
mostly consistent with the existing principles of Taylorism and scientific
management (not to mention those of capital accumulation). The
reshaping of consumption, according to the principles of what has been
called ‘social Taylorism’ (Webster and Robins 1989), also follows the
familiar logic of capitalism. That is, it is concerned with bringing ever
more areas of social and cultural life within the purview of capitalist
activity and market rationality. But partly owing to the relative novelty
of the process itself, partly because of the particular areas that have been
opened up to capitalist penetration, the effect is in this case to push
society in unfamilar and what are in some ways new directions.

The most significant of these is the move towards a ‘home-centred
society’. Information technology, directed by a whole host of big busi-
ness interests, has been increasingly put at the service of home-based
consumption. Entertainment is the most obvious example. ‘Going out’
has been replaced by ‘staying in’. Instead of visits to the pub or the
cinema, families – collectively or separately – watch video-cassettes at
home or choose from around thirty channels of broadcast, satellite or
cable television. Home computers supply the facility for an endless array
of electronic games. Backed up by microwaveable TV dinners, one of
the many attractions of staying in is its relative cheapness compared to
going out – compare, for instance, the cost to a family of hiring a video
and having a TV dinner at home, with the cost of buying cinema tickets
and having a restaurant meal afterwards – and this leaves out the cost
of transport and perhaps a baby-sitter.

Other services apart from entertainment are equally seeking the home
as their base. ‘Tele-banking’ has made significant progress with the
various forms of ‘direct banking’, allowing for 24-hour banking by tele-
phone from the home. As with home entertainment, it is cheapness and
convenience, as compared with traditional banking, that partly explain
this success. Similar claims have been made for the fast-growing prac-
tice of ‘tele-shopping’ – not just in the old-fashioned form of mail-order
shopping, but more in the newer form of shopping by television. Armed
with a credit card and a telephone, the customer chooses from the
panoply of goods displayed on the TV screen and orders accordingly.
Shopping becomes a 24-hour a day, 7-days a week activity, lending some
credibility to the (supposedly postmodernist) slogan, ‘I shop, therefore
I am’.
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Taken with the development of a range of home diagnostic machines
for health care, and the spread of various forms of ‘distance learning’ –
‘tele-education’ – on the model of Britain’s Open University, there is con-
siderable evidence for the move towards a home-based ‘self-service
society’ (Gershuny 1978; Miles 1988a). But it is not just as consumers
that information technology is encouraging us to remain at home and
provide for ourselves what we previously sought outside the home. This
echo of pre-industrial times has also been heard in the claims for the
rise of what Alvin Toffler calls the ‘prosumer’, the person who consumes
what he or she herself produces. Toffler is pointing to the growth of
home-based production as well as consumption. Since many workers in
the service economies of post-industrial societies make or handle infor-
mation rather than goods, it is becoming increasingly possible for many
of them to work at or from home, rather than making expensive and
time-consuming journeys to offices in the crowded centres of cities.
Most homes can be fitted with low-cost ‘work stations’ composed of a
home computer and modem which are connected by the telephone to
national and international computer networks. The ‘electronic cottage’
then becomes the base for a number of new homeworkers, especially
professionals in such fields as architecture, accountancy, advertising,
computer programming, business consultancy, higher education and the
law. It can also be made attractive – through its combination of work
and family responsibilities, for instance – to a variety of other workers,
such as secretaries, sales people, and bank and insurance employees
(Toffler 1981: 194–207, 265–88; see also Hakim 1988; Popcorn 1992:
52).

The precise extent of these developments towards a home-centred
society is difficult to determine (see the exchange between Forester 1988
and Miles 1988b). But there seems no doubt of the intention of many
of the most powerful actors on the world stage to urge is in this direc-
tion. The Nippon Electric Company, one of the information technology
giants, speaks in one of its publications of its aim to ‘make home a
comfort haven’, ‘a treasured sanctuary’. Home will be a place where
‘boredom is unheard of’ thanks to ‘remote-control video recorders,
giant 60-inch video screens . . . air conditioners that gauge the temper-
ature automatically, stereos that remember your favourite music, appli-
ances that do more as you do less, even home security systems to
safeguard these valuables. Eventually . . . computers will be part of this
scenario, controlling your environment and freeing your time further
for other leisure pursuits’ (in Webster 1986: 412).

The focus on the home, as the site of our fullest sense of ourselves
and the theatre of our most fulfilling activities, is the result of a number
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of convergent intellectual and social tendencies in late twentieth century
society (see Kumar 1995c). But it is fair to say that one of its major
sources is the idea of the information society. This not only points to
the technological feasibility of home-based work and leisure. It also in
some sense provides the ideological driving force for the return to the
home, after the centuries of industrialization that broke up the pre-
industrial household and drove people to seek both their work and their
pleasure outside the home. The advocates of the information society
make much of the ability of the new information technology to break
up the large centralized structures of industrial society. Knowledge can
be dispersed, work and learning decentralized, rural areas regenerated
by the transfer of many economic and cultural activities away from the
large cities. The home, as the focus of most people’s primary loyalty and
interest, is the institution best fitted to benefit from these potentialities.
It can gather them all up in one place, reuniting activities previously dis-
persed by the industrial revolution. It can reintegrate and strengthen the
family around shared work and leisure. The home, says Toffler, can once
more be ‘the center of society’. It becomes the focal point of all the
changes unleashed by the Third Wave.

I believe the home will assume a startling new importance in Third Wave
civilization. The rise of the prosumer, the spread of the electronic cottage,
the invention of new organizational structures in business, the automa-
tion and de-massification of production, all point to the home’s re-
emergence as a central unit in the society of tomorrow – a unit with
enhanced . . . economic, medical, educational and social functions.
(Toffler 1981: 345; cf. Naisbitt 1984: 281–2; Saunders 1990: 311)

But why should these changes stop at the threshold of the home? Why
do they benefit mainly the family unit? The home may indeed be the
beneficiary of the new developments. It is where they are most easily
concentrated. It is also the area targeted by the information technology
corporations. But the home as a place is different from the home as a
family, or as a centre of shared activities. The true tendency of the infor-
mation society is to free and strengthen the individual, not the family.
This is implicit in much of what the information society theorists say
about the potentiality of the new technology. The ultimate promise of
the computer, linked to the global networks of communication, is to put
the whole world of knowledge and information in the hands of the
single individual. The increasing miniaturization, portability and cheap-
ness of information goods is making it possible for every individual, 
in principle at least, to instal themselves at the centre of information
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networks. There is no need, and no place, for collective or group activ-
ities here – not, at least, such as might take place in the home with other
members of the family. Ensconced in the privacy of his or her own room,
seated at a computer terminal, the individual entertains himself, edu-
cates himself, communicates with other people on the information
highway, and provides for himself by undertaking the necessary work
in the information economy.

If, as Philippe Ariès argued, the individualism of western society was
contained by the modern nuclear family (Ariès 1973: 393), then the atti-
tudes and artefacts of the information society threaten that containment.
They aspire to liberate the individual from the fetters not just of the
work group or mass cultural institutions but of the family as well. 
The home becomes the preferred site of individual activities, but it gen-
erates no collective purpose or sense of shared family values. Individu-
als can effectively choose to live their lives independently of and in
isolation from each other. The home becomes less a ‘haven in a heart-
less world’ for the family, more like a hotel for paying (and non-paying)
guests.

The information society, paradoxically, is the private or privatized
society – one might almost say, the narcissistic society. This is in the face
of its claims to be producing a new ‘world oikoumene’ (Bell 1980b: 62),
or a ‘global village’ (McLuhan 1967), or a ‘virtual community’, a new
‘electronic agora’, of world users of the Internet, the computer-based
global information network (Rheingold 1994). What kind of village is
it that is global? What kind of community where people communicate
with each other only electronically? The ‘information superhighway’ is
traversed by isolated selves. The forty million people currently wired
into the Internet may share some common sense of engaging in an excit-
ing new enterprise but their involvement begets no feeling of real com-
munity, no new gemeinschaft. The links between them are for the most
part segmental and resolutely one-dimensional. Not even a human voice
connects them, merely a scatter of written messages, some scraps of 
disembodied humour, a number of useful technical services, and a vast
quantity of electronic junk mail.

The ideologues of the Internet make much of the dispersal of the
subject, postmodern style, in the networks of electronic communication.
A new ‘collective subject’ is emerging in the ‘virtual reality’ of ‘cyber-
space’. We float in cyberspace as new entities, neither human nor
machine, neither mind nor body, neither self or other. We become inte-
grated human machines, ‘cyborgs’, able to invent our identities, as single
or collective, male or female, more or less at will (Robins 1994; Heim
1994).2
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This may be all right in virtual reality, but in actual reality it sounds
like nothing so much as narcissistic or schizoid fantasies of power
(Raulet 1991: 51). The free-floating surfers of the Internet engage in
wish-fulfilment on a dramatic and, in some cases, highly self-damaging
scale. Cyberspace may lead to the creation of new forms of art, as in
the intriguing new science fiction genre of cyberpunk. But it does not
lead to the creation of new communities, not at least in the sense of
people who know each other in the round and engage in communal
action. It is not surprising to discover that the French Minitel, the most
elaborate national communication network in existence, is most heavily
used by lonely individuals seeking amorous adventures. What is even
more telling is that most of them do not even want to meet their cyber-
space correspondents in the flesh. That would be too much like painful
reality. ‘Virtual sex’, we know, is one of the offerings on the Internet
(Foden 1994). A New Yorker cartoon nicely illustrates both the possi-
bilities and the limitations of depersonalized communication in cyber-
space. Speaking of his cyberspace chum, a dog seated at a computer says
to another dog: ‘On the internet, she doesn’t know I’m a dog.’

The idea of the information society has grown in a period that has
seen a widespread decline in the vitality of public life. Membership of
voluntary organizations has plummeted; participation in politics, local
and national, has shrunk. There is the evidence of a heartfelt cynicism
and alienation from public life in all western societies (and, after a brief
halcyon period of hope, in the new east European democracies as well).
The public sphere, it is felt, has been colonized by the commercial mass
media and political power-mongers. This is a process that arguably has
been going on for most of this century (Habermas 1991a, 1992). But
its most concrete expression, as shown by declining participation rates
and a widely-remarked turn to private life and private pursuits, has
become readily visible only in the last quarter of the century (Slater
1976; Mulgan 1994; Putnam 1995).

The information society idea appeals powerfully to this privatized
existence. It suggests that even though we may be losing control over
our immediate social environment, we gain ample compensation for this
in the global citizenship that is within the reach of everyone with access
to a personal computer. We can overstep the boundaries of our class,
our race, our nation. Moreover we can do so as individuals, in our own
person and in our own private space. We do not have to join parties or
movements. The information society puts the power of knowledge at
our fingertips, at the touch of a computer keyboard. It allows us to
communicate with thousands of people across the globe. States are pow-
erless in the face of the new technology. At a stroke their regimes of
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censorship and surveillance are undermined – or at least by-passed as
impotent (hence, according to this view, the collapse of east European
state socialism in the era of the information society). The eighteenth-
century dream of cosmopolis can be realized – without the need of a
world state. Information technology substitutes for the cumbersome
bureaucratic structures of world organizations. It allows for direct
global democracy.

It is difficult to exaggerate how attractive this vision must appear in
the current condition of western societies. We have become accustomed
to regarding our immediate social environment as threatening and
intractable. To step outside our homes is to encounter a world that is
increasingly uncomfortable, dirty and dangerous. Whether our personal
safety is actually more at risk now than in the past is doubtful, but,
equally, many people believe it to be so and are confirmed in this by the
pronouncements of politicians and publicists. Moreover there seems to
be little that either we or the same politicians and publicists can do
about it. The causes of our discomforts and discontents appear remote
and impersonal, almost like natural forces. Crime, unemployment, 
mysterious health hazards, uncivilized cities and spoilt beauty spots all
seem resistant to any practical action we could take. They result appar-
ently from the arcane operations of faceless multinational companies
and foreign governments whose policies we are powerless to affect. Even
more distantly, they come from processes of environmental decay whose
global nature makes them difficult even to comprehend, let alone
control.

How comforting it must be, then, to feel that this whole frightening
and frustrating environment can be ignored. Like some latter-day
alchemist or science fiction hero, the lone individual can sit at his com-
puter console and manipulate the world. The mythology of clever
teenage ‘hackers’ and daring raids on the files of banks and government
departments add to this fantasy of power. If we cannot get our politi-
cians to do what we want, if our politicians cannot in fact do what we
want, we will make direct contact with like-minded people the world
over and hatch our schemes. H. G. Wells, at the beginning of the century,
called for an ‘Open Conspiracy’ of active thinkers and doers which
would by-pass the anachronistic statesmen of the day and bring into
being the peaceful and scientific world civilization that was waiting to
be born.3 Now at the end of the century the open freemasonry of the
Internet appears to some to be delivering just this world community. In
both cases the wish is father to the thought; but, as Marx said, it is not
enough that thought tend towards reality, reality itself must tend
towards thought. There is as yet little sign of that.
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We should accept that, like all ideologies, the ideology of the infor-
mation society meets certain needs and expresses certain important
aspects of the everyday reality of contemporary societies. Computers
have become a feature of most people’s lives whether or not they them-
selves are users. It will not be difficult to habituate many people to 
tele-shopping, tele-banking, tele-education, electronic mail, perhaps
even electronic newspapers and magazines. The combined television and
computer in the corner of the room, controlling much of household
entertainment, information, management and security may well become
a familiar sight in the not too distant feature. At work, too, whether in
the home or in a shop, office or factory, people will come to accept a
computerized environment as routine. And we should not neglect,
because too difficult to gauge exactly, the unconscious effects of infor-
mation technology. There is, for instance, a distinct fetishism of infor-
mation goods – all those glossy and caressing computers, cassettes, CDs,
VCRs, videodiscs, fax machines, and the rest of the paraphernalia of
the computer supermarkets.

The information revolution is a reality, and we inhabit that reality. It
has affected the way we see the world and the way we live in it. The
flow of images and information does indeed give rise to the sense of the
‘hyperreal’, as Baudrillard and Eco claim. We do live in the ‘society of
the spectacle’, as the Situationists of May 1968 in France were already
proclaiming. Our image-saturated world, ceaselessly fed by the elec-
tronic media, does change our perceptions of what is real, and makes
it less easy than formerly to distinguish image from reality.

But an information revolution – a speeding up of the supply and use
of information goods – is not the same thing as an information society.
The information revolution may be changing our attitudes to politics,
work, family life and personal identity in complex ways but so far this
does not seem to add up to a new form of society. We have some good
accounts of the effects in particular areas – for instance, the effect of tele-
vision in breaking down our sense of place (Meyrowitz 1986). But it is
significant that no coherent or comprehensive view has emerged that has
demonstrated an overall pattern of change. Certainly we have no
warrant for accepting the claims of Bell, Stonier and the other theorists
of the information society that we have entered a new phase of social
evolution, comparable to the ‘great transformation’ ushered in by the
industrial revolution. That revolution achieved a new relationship
between town and country, home and work, men and women, parents
and children. It brought in a new ethic, and new social philosophies.
There is no evidence that the spread of information technology has
caused any such major changes. On the contrary, the bulk of the 
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evidence indicates that what it has mainly done is to enable industrial
societies to do more comprehensively what they have already been doing.

But that may turn out to be more significant than is generally thought.
Quantitative changes can sometimes lead to qualitative ones. By gener-
alizing and intensifying certain of the tendencies of industrialism, the
information technology revolution may set in train developments whose
outcome it is at the moment impossible to foresee. The globalization of
information and communication suggests possibilities for a new frame-
work of citizenship and democracy that has so far barely been thought
about. At the same time the increased privatization and individualiza-
tion that information technology have also promoted point in a differ-
ent and almost opposite direction: towards the evacuation and
diminishing of the public sphere of contemporary western societies.
What may come out of this mixture of tendencies may be easier to 
speculate about when we have considered some of the other views of
contemporary change.

Post-Fordism and Post-Marxism

Post-Fordism is fundamentally about the fate of Marxism. In its differ-
ent guises it attempts to save Marxist analysis in an era when various
Marxist projects have seemed to falter or fail. What it purports to
describe is a restructuring of capitalism that has taken place in the last
third of the twentieth century. Mass production and mass organization
have come to an end, or at least reached their limits. Mass working-
class movements have broken up, and their parties reformed or rejected
altogether. The dominant frame-work of national, ‘organized’, capital-
ism has been breached. What increasingly takes their place is flexible,
customized, production in dispersed units; new social movements, often
of a local kind; and a complex interplay of global and local develop-
ments in a new global economy. The new order is still capitalist; but
post-Fordists, following the lead given by Gramsci in his analysis of
Fordism, speak of an ‘epochal’ (New Times) transition in the develop-
ment of capitalism, a ‘second industrial divide’ (Sabel and Piore) com-
parable to the transformation of capitalism in the late nineteenth
century.

To try to save Marxist analysis is not necessarily to commit oneself
to an optimistic outcome, in traditional Marxist terms. Certainly some
post-Fordist theorists, such as the British New Times group, do look
forward to new forms of opposition to capitalism, and are not inclined
to give up what is often referred to as ‘the emancipatory project’ of
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Marxism (here as in so many other ways the legatee of the Enlighten-
ment). And Charles Sabel and Michael Piore, the champions of ‘the
second industrial divide’, see in the renaissance of craft production a
hopeful and humanizing development within late capitalism. It contains
for them the potential for a ‘collective individualism’ that includes many
of the features that Marxists traditionally looked forward to.

But Scott Lash and John Urry are far less sanguine about the
prospects for socialists in the era of ‘disorganized capitalism’. Despite
an increased ‘reflexivity’ on the part of the populations of industrial
societies, what the present mainly displays to them is the constant flux
that characterizes capitalism, and its tendency to transform itself in such
a way as to give itself more space, and more time. This capacity for
renewal is also the theme of thinkers of the Regulationist school of
Marxists, such as Michel Aglietta and Alain Lipietz. In their very choice
of the term ‘neo-Fordist’ they indicate that the features which have often
been glossed as ‘post-Fordist’ are for them more the signs of a rede-
ployment of capitalist energies and enterprise in the age of globaliza-
tion. This suggests continuity rather than change, and strength rather
than vulnerability.

In any case, we should remember the momentous events that have
occurred since the main elaboration of post-Fordist theory in the mid-
1980s. With the revolutions of 1989 in central and eastern Europe, and
the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, the fate of ‘actually existing
socialism’ was sealed. The majority of the world’s societies that had pro-
claimed themselves socialist or communist now ceased to do so. This
did not mean the end of Marxism, as many commentators were quick
to point out. But there could be no doubting the severe blow dealt to
socialism by the events in eastern Europe. An early indication of this
was the demise of most of the Communist parties in the west, follow-
ing the example of their eastern European counterparts. Among them
was the British Communist Party. One consequence was that the party’s
theoretical journal, Marxism Today, ceased publication in 1991, only
two years after its promotion of post-Fordist theory had led to the
party’s post-Fordist Manifesto for New Times.

Post-Fordist theory does not necessarily come out badly because of
these developments in eastern Europe. One of its most important con-
tributions was precisely to suggest that the quintessentially Fordist orga-
nization of state socialist societies was likely to lead to their collapse,
in competition with a capitalism that had invented new and more
dynamic post-Fordist forms (see, for example, Hall and Jacques 1989b:
16). Moreover, post-Fordists did not have to wait until 1989 to see the
proof of this. Already the changes in Hungary and Poland in the early

MILLENNIAL THEMES: ENDINGS AND BEGINNINGS 183

FPI7  8/17/2004  3:38 PM  Page 183



1980s, and above all Mikhail Gorbachev’s desperate experiment in glas-
nost and perestroika in the Soviet Union, had revealed the need for
socialist societies to throw off the Fordist mantle. The years 1989 and
1991 merely revealed that they were unable to do so without at the
same time casting off their communist clothing as well.

So the eastern European revolutions do not render post-Fordism
obsolete simply by virtue of its generally socialist or Marxist orienta-
tion. Post-Fordism is about changes in capitalism, and Marxism is pre-
eminently a theory of the development of capitalism. That the socialist
outcome hoped for and predicted has not and may not come about does
not by itself invalidate post-Fordist or any other Marxist analysis of
contemporary changes in capitalism.

But the failure of socialism in eastern Europe, in however grotesque
a form it was practised there, cannot help affecting western socialism.
Some may say the socialism, like Christianity, has never really been tried,
and that the fate of socialism so-called in eastern Europe is therefore
irrelevant to the desirability and possibility of establishing a true social-
ism in modern societies. For these people it might have been better if
socialism had never been attempted in eastern Europe, since the back-
ward condition of societies there – especially in Russia – made it
inevitable that what would emerge would be a corrupt and bastard
socialism.

But socialism, of a kind, was tried, and failed. No amount of learned
commentary can prevent most people from feeling that the socialist
experiment in eastern Europe has a bearing on anything that might be
attempted in the name of socialism in the future. Fairly or not, social-
ism has been tarred with the eastern European brush. The continuing
revelations of what socialist regimes did to the society and ecology of
eastern Europe have made it infinitely harder for socialists to appeal to
the populations of western societies. All sensible socialists acknowledge
this.

Post-Fordism therefore, in so far as it is predicated on a socialist
future, is inevitably affected by this historic blow to socialism. As we
have seen, though, some post-Fordists are content to use the tools of
Marxism simply to dissect current changes, and are agnostic or even
pessimistic as to whether these changes favour a socialist outcome. It is
probably impossible for Marxist analysis to dispense with the socialist
project altogether – as Rosa Luxemburg once said, Marxism as a theory
is shaped by its expectation of a socialist revolution – but there is no
doubt that it can mute or put aside for the time being the issue of the
prospects for a future socialist society. The question must be to what
extent post-Fordism even of this less commited kind is affected by the
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current condition of socialism. More generally, is what has happened to
socialism a comment on the essential tenets of post-Fordism? Are the
kinds of things that have brought socialism to its current predicament
relevant for assessing the validity or plausibility of post-Fordist analy-
sis?

We have already, in chapter 3, considered some of the objections to
post-Fordist theory. The reliance on the example of the ‘Third Italy’, it
has been argued, is dangerous and misleading. The pattern of economic
and social development there depends on a complex of historical and
cultural factors that are unique to the region – even in the context of
Italy, let alone the industrial world as a whole. Even though the Third
Italy continues to fare remarkably well (despite – or because of? – the
political chaos at the centre of Italian politics), we should be wary of
generalizing its experience to other countries. ‘Industrial districts’,
though they share certain general features, are also heavily stamped by
the political character and historical traditions of the regions in which
they develop. Not every local ‘informal economy’ is an industrial dis-
trict, nor capable of becoming one. Former industrial districts, once they
have lost the local culture and institutional networks that sustained
them, cannot readily be regenerated by the injection of certain techni-
cal instruments or new organizational forms. Sheffield or Birmingham,
once the centres of thriving industrial districts, cannot now easily be
turned into Parma or Prato (see further Amin 1994).

Another set of objections charges post-Fordist theory with too rigid
a division of the history of industrialism into binary opposites – Fordist
vs. post-Fordist, mass production vs. flexible specialization. The argu-
ment here is that, at lest within the last century or so of capitalism, 
different modes of ‘regulation’ or accumulation have not displaced 
but have overlapped one another. Fordism is found alongside post- (or
neo-) Fordism, mass production along with flexible production. A key
example here is Japan, by general agreement the most successful indus-
trial economy in the second half of the twentieth century. Japan’s pattern
of ‘flexible rigidities’ (Dore 1987) shows a thriving system of mass 
production co-existing with a high degree of the ‘vertical disintegration’
usually associated with flexible specialization. By comparison with
western economies, it is also a very organized form of capitalism, involv-
ing strong linkages not only between the big firms but between big firms
and their many small sub-contractors. By any measure of significance,
Japan is more central to the world economy than the Third Italy, the
model type of post-Fordist practice. Its presence, even allowing for
certain peculiarities of its economy, suggest not only that Fordism and
post-Fordism are inextricably mixed up but that the future may lie more
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with a modified Fordism than with anything that looks like 
post-Fordism.

The hybrid quality of Japan’s economy serves also to cast doubt on
some of the central concepts of post-Fordist theory. We have noted the
uncertainties surrounding the term Fordism itself, the way in which it
is made to mean a number of different and sometimes inconsistent
things. It has even been argued that, contrary to the claims of post-
Fordists, Fordism and mass production cannot be equated, or, more pre-
cisely, that Ford’s practice at his Highland Park plant lacked many of
the features later mythologized as Fordist mass production. If there is
no real Fordist model of mass production, this calls into question the
idea of a post-Fordist successor (Williams et al. 1992).

‘Flexibility’, another key term, also appears ambiguous, too flexible
for its own good. It has several meanings, some of which carry no impli-
cation of the coming of a new form of industrial organization. Some
forms of flexibility, in fact, are not only not incompatible with mass pro-
duction but actually strengthen it (and not simply by the imposition of
unsociable hours of work and job insecurity). In any case, many of the
problems of mass production in the west, the immediate spur to post-
Fordist theory, arise not from internal problems of Fordist organization
but from external causes, from the increased competition in mass pro-
duced goods coming from Japan and the ‘newly industrializing coun-
tries’ (Taiwan, South Korea, Singapore, Hong Kong, Mexico, etc.).

Then there is the idea of small batch production replacing mass pro-
duction. This, it is argued, far from being a novelty or discontinuity, is
implicit in the general tendency of capitalism to multiply the number of
different kinds of commodities over time. Capitalism grows by the cre-
ation of new needs, which it then seeks to satisfy by increasing the range
and diversity of its products. Small batch customized production reflects
no more than the current phase of consumerism, which has gone beyond
the earlier phase of mass consumption to demand greater variety and
individuality. (For a summary of these various objections, see Meegan
1988; Sayer and Walker 1992: 191–223.)

Taken together, these criticisms of post-Fordist theory amount to a
comprehensive rejection of the idea that we are moving into a new
society, a ‘new world’, as Stuart Hall and Martin Jacques claim (1989b:
20). For these critics, who are also mostly Marxists, though of a more
traditional kind, post-Fordism is not some new order of capitalist
society. Even if it is identifiable, it betokens no new principle. In so far
as new features can be distinguished, they are simply the expressions of
capitalism’s well-known disposition to change and modify its practices
in accordance with the requirements of survival and growth.
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Even to say this is of course to say quite a lot. It is the old problem
of whether the glass is half full or half empty. There are very few abrupt
changes in society. Leaving aside political revolutions, where the ten-
dency is to exaggerate the changes, discontinuities in other spheres of
society are often perceived only some time after they have begun to
occur. This was as true of the scientific revolution of the seventeenth
century as of the industrial revolution of the nineteenth.

None of the post-Fordists is claiming change on this scale. We are in
any case too much in the midst of things to be able to judge confidently
whether a genuinely new economic order is emerging. But we can see
major changes in the character of industrial organization, and in the
nature of work. Much of this has to do with the new international divi-
sion of labour, capitalism on a global scale. That too, though arguably
a seed implanted from capitalism’s earliest days, may now have reached
such a point as to be giving capitalism a quite different face. Historic
centres of industry are being displaced and new ones created at unnerv-
ing speed. The mobility of capital has achieved unprecedented levels,
effacing national boundaries and enabling capitalists to make entirely
new kinds of agreements with local labour forces and local power struc-
tures. Unions are forced to engage in plant bargaining at the local level,
losing much of their national effectiveness. For large numbers of
workers, the idea of secure lifetime employment is vanishing. Men find
themselves displaced by women, as the newer ‘flatter’ organizations seek
more ‘flexible’ workers able and willing to work part-time and for less
pay. Skills become rapidly obsolescent and new ones have to be learned.
The educational system in all industrial societies is under extreme pres-
sure to reshape itself to respond to these requirements.

This adds up, whichever way one chooses to look at it, to quite a for-
midable degree of change. Post-Fordists are, as we have seen, divided
as to how far these developments are to be seen as threats or opportu-
nities. Clearly they put a lot of strategic power in the hands of capital,
though at the expense of the security of the individual capitalist, who
has to operate in a far more volatile and unstable environment than in
the era of ‘organized capitalism’. Moreover we have to remember that
these economic changes are only part of what is comprehended by post-
Fordism. Post-Fordists connect these changes to a more far-reaching
general move away from large-scale organization, centralization,
bureaucracy and hierarchy. They are concerned that the greater flexi-
bility and choice opened up by this development should not, as they
have tended to do, benefit only right-wing parties and their supporters.
In pursuit of this they have urged the left not mechanically to oppose
the current changes but to see in them the possibilities of real gains.
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New coinages, such as ‘socialist individualism’, have expressed an aspi-
ration that goes beyond the traditional horizons of the left.

It is important to see that, from a social democratic perspective, 
there have been some genuine successes. The left in the west has largely
thrown off its traditional male-orientated ‘productivist’ or ‘workerist’
stance, and engaged with men and women more roundedly in their 
roles not simply as workers but also as family members, consumers, 
and citizens of the welfare state. It has aimed to forge alliances 
going beyond the work-place, to recognize people’s interest in their
homes, their health, their schools, and the places where they go for 
rest and recreation. It has encouraged new forms of social action,
outside the party and the trade union, in such areas as housing, race
relations, education and the environment (in Britain a notable success
in an action of this kind was the nation-wide protest against the poll
tax).

In other ways, too, post-Fordists of the ‘New Times’ variety might
feel that the future does not belong entirely to their enemies. Organi-
zations have been forced to become more responsive to the needs and
demands of their customers and clients. Public institutions in particular
have been pushed into abandoning much of their traditional secrecy and
inaccessiblility. There is a new attitude of irreverence towards author-
ity which, while it can breed cynicism, also encourages independence.
The very idea of a ‘citizen’s charter’, however imperfect in implemen-
tation, is a concession to a new mood of popular demand for openness
and accountability.

Even the strong revival of individualism, which has been one of the
most marked features of western societies in recent years, has not
worked entirely against traditional left-wing goals. Socialism and indi-
vidualism have always had a troubled relationship but there can be little
doubt that, as Durkheim argued in the late nineteenth century, they are
ultimately close bedfellows. At any rate the drive towards individual-
ization has encouraged a greater freedom in the relations between
workers and employers, men and women, parents and children. Tradi-
tional forms of deference have given way to a new assertion of indi-
vidual rights, backed up if necessary by recourse to the courts. The new
individualism seems to have had a particularly strong effect on women,
in stimulating them to achieve more in business and professional life,
and to be more prepared to make their way in society independently of
men. Generally the increased ‘reflexivity’, or self-consciousness and
awareness of social processes, that many have seen as characterizing
contemporary societies, might be regarded as an expression of this
heightened individualism.
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So the changes which have generally been termed post-Fordist can
reasonably be held to have had some positive effects for the left. But the
very case of individualism illustrates well just how problematic too those
changes must appear, and what kind of challenge they pose to the left.
Individualism has many faces, and one of those is that of unprincipled
social irresponsibility. Individualism in recent years has most strongly
run in the form of market or economic individualism. This has not only
entailed a drive towards commercialization in all sectors of society. It
has also encouraged a selfish, devil-take-the-hindmost attitude through-
out society (see, for example, Marquand 1988). With this, and perhaps
as a reflection of it, there has also been a move towards the privatiza-
tion of society. This refers not only to the process of selling off state
enterprises to private buyers, as in British Conservative policy in the
1980s and 1990s. It also refers more generally to the withdrawal into
private life, and especially the life of the home, that we have already
discussed.

Individualization and privatization are the master themes of contem-
porary western life. They are redrawing the boundaries between 
state and society, the public and the private sphere, society and the 
individual. Their ramifications are complex, as are the evaluations of
their effects. For some they empower the individual, for others they
enfeeble society. But whatever the emphasis there seems no question that
they are bringing about a historic shift in the character of western 
societies. Many traditions, not just of socialism but of civic republican-
ism and similar philosophies of the public realm, find themselves
severely under challenge (see Bellah et al. 1985; Weintraub and Kumar
1995).

Individualization and privatization are central to post-Fordist analy-
sis. What concerns many of the theorists is the need to harness them to
the socialist cause, rather then regarding them, as is traditional on the
left, as antagonistic to it. But they would be the first to admit that 
the main beneficiaries of these tendencies in recent years have been the
parties and movements of the right. Left-wing parties and ideologies
everywhere have been tagged with the collectivist and statist label, and
suffered accordingly in electoral competition with a right that has rede-
fined itself as primarily individualist. Even where, as in France and
Spain, the left has maintained some presence, it has done so mainly 
by taking on board substantial parts of the baggage of its right-wing
opponents.

It has also been clear that the tendencies which have been unpropi-
tious for the left in the west have been equally significant in the rejec-
tion of socialism in eastern Europe. The explosion of market thinking
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and rampant individualism that has occurred in the region since 1989
is some indication of the forces that had been pent up by state social-
ism. This explosion of feeling can by no means all be attributed to the
agents of the World Bank and western business schools. Eastern Europe
has its own traditions of individualism and entrepreneurship. More to
the point, however, and the explanation at least in part for the down-
fall of socialism there, is that throughout the 1970s and 1980s western-
style individualism and consumerism made significant inroads into the
countries of eastern Europe. There was nothing mysterious about this
process. Travel between east and west, in both directions, had been
getting progressively easier. In the information age it was virtually
impossible for eastern European governments to control the flow of
ideas and images across their borders. The western mass media could
be picked up in one way or another in almost all the communist coun-
tries. When communism crashed in eastern Europe it was for much the
same reasons that socialist parties in the west found themselves increas-
ingly ignored.

It is in this way that the fate of socialism in eastern Europe reflects
back on the post-Fordist analysis in the west. It suggests that the post-
Fordists are right to stress that many of the old assumptions of indus-
trial societies are breaking down. There has been a widespread reaction
against large-scale organization and centralization, especially in their
statist forms. Individuals are witholding their allegiance to many of the
established forms of authority. They are coming to rely more on infor-
mal networks of family and friends than on institutional arrangements.
They are putting the emphasis on individual rather than collective rights,
as a surer protector of freedom and security.

In the wake of 1989, many people were trumpeting the death of
socialism. It remains to see whether this is so. Socialism is about more
than a nationalized economy and a welfare state (Kumar 1993). But it
seems undoubted that socialism will have to modify its collectivist ethos
considerably if it is to come to terms with the new attitudes. The more
so, as eastern Europe also suggests, since these attitudes exist if not
world-wide at least on a very wide scale, going well beyond the soci-
eties of the west. A gale of individualist thought and practice seems to
be blowing through the entire developed world. Why this should be so
is not entirely clear. Probably it has something to do with the kinds of
developments that are considered in the theory of the information
society, as well as that of post-modernity. Once more the overlaps
between the three theories suggest themselves. We should turn now
therefore to the most comprehensive of these theories, for a fuller assess-
ment of the changes.
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Modernity versus Post-Modernity

At the end of his series of magisterial reflections on post-modernism,
Fredric Jameson writes:

I occasionally get just as tired of the slogan ‘postmodern’ as anyone else,
but when I am tempted to regret my complicity with it, to deplore its
misuses and its notoriety, and to conclude with some reluctance that it
raises more problems than it solves, I find myself pausing to wonder
whether any other concept can dramatize the issues in quite so effective
and economical a fashion. (Jameson 1992: 418)

It is this dilemma that haunts most discussions of post-modernity. 
Is post-modernity simple a slogan, a fashionable dinner-party tag 
much deployed on the media, a catch-all concept so vague and all-
embracing as to be vacuous? Or is it, or something like it, actually 
necessary in the current condition of contemporary western societies?
Does it describe a real new state of society, one which requires a new
term?

The problem, as we have seen, does not stop there. Even if the new
term is desirable, what does it purport to describe? Does it, as its name
initially suggests, point to a state of things ‘after’ or ‘beyond’ moder-
nity? Or is it rather a form of reflection on modernity, a new way, as
one commentator has put it, of ‘relating to modern conditions and their
consequences’ (Smart 1993: 152)?

We have, as seems logical, set our discussion of post-modernity
against a background of the concept of modernity. Whatever meaning
post-modernity may have must derive in some way from an under-
standing of modernity.

We have also, as have many others, made the distinction between
modernity and modernism. Modernity refers to the economic, techno-
logical, political and in many respects intellectual creations of western
societies in the period since the eighteenth century. (‘Modernization’
may then be thought to be the process by which this modernity was
brought into being, and hence made imitable by other, non-western,
societies). Modernism is a cultural movement that began in the late nine-
teenth century. Though in some ways continuing the impulse of moder-
nity, modernism more significantly constituted a reaction against some
of the dominant features of modernity.

No comparable distinction can be made between post-modernity and
post-modernism, for reasons that we have indicated. But we should
remember Charles Jencks’s account of post-modernism as a ‘double-
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coded’ phenomenon, at once continuing and opposing (or ‘transcend-
ing’) the tendencies of both modernity and modernism.

It is partly because of the existence of such a plurality of terms, each
with shifting meanings, that there can be so much fertile ground for dis-
agreement: a boon to publishers but a nightmare for social theorists.
We need to accept that whatever verdict we might pass on the idea of
post-modernity will depend to a good extent on our highly challenge-
able definitions of it. Things, in other words, are not as they are with
the information society or post-Fordism. In those cases there is a rea-
sonable degree of consensus on their meanings; nothing of the kind
applies to post-modernity. If, in the end, we agree with Jameson that
post-modernity is a useful and even perhaps indispensable term, it will
be because the account that we have given of it in the previous chapter
highlights certain aspects of the theory that appear particularly pro-
mising and valuable. Our definition of the ‘field of meaning’ surround-
ing post-modernity suggests uses and perspectives, a map of our current
condition, that more conventional descriptions do not match.

The confusions of the debate on post-modernity are well illustrated
in the celebrated riposte to the postmodernists by the German thinker
Jürgen Habermas. Habermas accuses the post-modernists of a defeatist
and escapist conservatism in face of the still unfulfilled promise of
Enlightenment modernity. But the ‘postmodernists’ he has in mind are
cultural conservatives or ‘neo-conservatives’ such as Daniel Bell, whose
Cultural Contradictions of Capitalism is singled out for treatment as a
postmodernist tract. Along with these neo-conservatives are nostalgic
‘old conservatives’ and a group Habermas labels ‘the young conserva-
tives’. This group includes Foucault and Derrida, namely, the very
people normally associated with postmodernism. For Habermas though
these thinkers are not so much postmodernist as anti-modernist. He sees
them as following in the footsteps of the original exponents of ‘aesthetic
modernity’ at the turn of the century. But their view of a de-centred 
subjectivity, and their attacks on reason, take them ‘outside the modern
world.’ ‘On the basis of modernist attitudes, they justify an irreconcil-
able anti-modernism’ (Habermas 1981: 13).

It is probably fortunate that most commentators have not followed
Habermas’s usage in the debates on post-modernity. What they have
rightly taken seriously, however, is his attack on post-modernity as 
fundamentally a conservative, anti-modern ideology. For Habermas it
is too early to renounce modernity. He accepts that Enlightenment 
rationality contains many perils, some of them powerfully exposed by
Habermas’s own mentors Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno in
their book Dialectic of the Enlightenment (1944). The main problem is
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the reliance on a concept of ‘subject-centred reason’, developed most
influentially by Kant. This privileged the solitary, individual ego, seeking
to comprehend the world in its totality from the viewpoint of the indi-
vidual mind. The danger is of a solely instrumental, calculative concept
of reason, which can lead to an attitude of domination and exploita-
tion towards both nature and society. But, argues Habermas, the
Enlightenment had already provided its own antidote. Already in the
critics of Kant, in Schlegel, Schiller, Fichte and a whole line of thinkers
culminating in the Young Hegelians and Nietzsche, this concept of
reason had come under vigorous attack. Thus from the very beginning
modernity supplied its own ‘counterdiscourse’. Our contemporary
radical critics of reason, the deconstructionists such as Foucault and
Derrida, ‘suppress that almost 200-year counterdiscourse inherent in
modernity itself . . . The intention of revising the Enlightenment with the
tools of the Enlightenment is . . . what united the critics of Kant from
the start’ (Habermas 1987: 302–3; cf. Giddens 1990: 48–9).

From this critical tradition Habermas develops, in opposition to
subject-centred reason, the concept of what he calls ‘communicative
reason’. In this the perspective of the all-knowing individual subject is
subordinated to the consensual agreement that is reached through com-
municative interaction between equals. For Habermas this avoids the
potentially ‘terroristic’ implications of subject-centred reason, the focus
of the attacks of contemporary postmodernists. Our problem is not, as
they assert, reason itself but the dominance hitherto of a particular, one-
sided, version of it. We suffer indeed not from an excess but ‘a deficit
of rationality’. The task is to disinter alternative traditions of reason
buried within the legacy of the Enlightenment. Capitalism, the chief
carrier of modernity, has in this respect been ambivalent. ‘The commu-
nicative potential of reason has been simultaneously developed and 
distorted in the course of a capitalist modernization.’ Habermas is the
least starry-eyed of thinkers, and is aware of the immense difficulties 
of releasing this potential in the face of the powerful technological and
bureaucratic structures of capitalist rationality. The instrumental ratio-
nality of these structures has gone far in colonizing the ‘lifeworld’ that
is the sphere of communicative interaction. But he equally remains con-
vinced of the greater dangers of the ‘totalizing repudiations of modern
forms of life’. We are not, whatever the postmodernists say, at the end
of modernity, nor can we simply renounce it. To reject the ‘grand nar-
ratives’ of modernity is to render ourselves powerless in the face of
instrumental rationality. We are in modernity; modernity is our fate. The
challenge now remains essentially what it was for Hegel, and for Marx:
how to to fulfil modernity’s promise of universal ‘self-consciousness,
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self-determination and self-realization’ (Habermas 1987: 338; see also
Bernstein 1985; Ashley 1990).

Habermas’s view that Enlightenment modernity itself offers us the
tools with which to deal with its perplexities (‘aporias’) is shared by a
number of other writers who are equally hostile to theories of post-
modernity. Albrecht Wellmer, who comes from the same school of 
Critical Theory as Habermas, argues that what appears today as a rejec-
tion or supersession of modernity is mainly a form of ‘self-critical’ mod-
ernism. The critique of modernity has been implicit in the modern
project since its inception; at most postmodernism has ‘redirected’ this
critique, removing the remaining vestiges of utopianism and scientism.
Thus cleansed, we are left with a ‘post-metaphysical modernism’, a
modernism that Wellmer regards as ‘an unsurpassable horizon in a cog-
nitive, aesthetic and moral-political sense’. Moreover the denial of the
utopian component does not detract from the persisting moral or politi-
cal appeal of the original promise of modernity. ‘A postmetaphysical
modernity would be a modernity without the dream of ultimate 
reconciliations, but it would still preserve the rational, subversive and
experimental spirit of modern democracy, modern art, modern science
and modern individualism’ (Wellmer 1991: viii; see also 91–4; and cf.
Bürger 1992: 44–5).

The most spirited defence of modernity, and the most defiant rejec-
tion of post-modernity, is to be found in Marshall Berman. For Berman,
like Habermas, modernity is double-edged. Its very power and
dynamism means that it destroys as much as it creates. ‘To be modern
is to find ourselves in an environment that promises adventure, power,
joy, growth, transformation of ourselves and the world – and, at the
same time, that threatens to destroy everything we have, everything we
know, everything we are.’ Modernity unites all mankind, but it is ‘a
paradoxical unity, a unity of disunity: it pours us all into a maelstrom
of perpetual disintegration and renewal, of struggle and contradiction,
of ambiguity and anguish’ (Berman 1983: 15).

But whether we are more impressed by modernity’s destructive or its
creative capacities, we have no choice but to live with it. It is ‘the only
world we have got.’ Both anti-modernism and what is claimed as post-
modernism are doomed attempts to escape our fate. Berman has some
sympathy for the exuberant ‘postmodernism’ of 1960s America, as
expressed by Leslie Fiedler and other exponents of the pop and counter-
culture. As against the official custodians of modernism, they had in fact
a better claim to the ‘spirit and honour of modernism’. But he is scathing
about the French thinkers of the 1970s and 1980s who represent the
second wave of postmodernism. He accuses them of a retreat into an
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esoteric intellectual world divorced from all political and social reality.
‘Derrida, Roland Barthes, Jacques Lacan, Michel Foucault, Jean 
Baudrillard, and all their legions of followers, appropriated the whole
modernist language of radical breakthrough, wrenched it out of its
moral and political context, and transformed it into a purely aesthetic
language game.’ Contemporary postmodernists are heirs of the failed
hopes of May 1968 in France. They have ‘dug themselves into a grand
metaphysical tomb, thick and tight enough to furnish lasting comfort
against the cruel hopes of spring’ (Berman 1992: 42–6).

In any case, says Berman, the postmodernists are irrelevant. They are
a side-show. The main drama on the world stage is still modernity, and
it is destined to hold its place for as long as we can see. We are in fact
most likely still only in the early stages of modernization. Large sections
of the world are only just beginning to feel its full impact. It is for this
reason that Berman thinks we can still draw inspiration from the great
nineteenth-century writers on modernity – Marx, Nietzsche, Baudelaire,
Dostoevsky. Living in the earliest and most formative years of moder-
nity, they were able to grasp its contradictions – the losses and the
unprecedented possibilities – more profoundly than we seem able to.
‘To appropriate the modernities of yesterday can be at once a critique
of the modernities of today and an act of faith in the modernities . . . of
tomorrow and the day after tomorrow’ (Berman 1983: 36; see also
345–8). What links the positions of Habermas, Wellmer, Berman and
similar thinkers is the conviction that modernity is still unfinished busi-
ness – an ‘unfinished project’, as Habermas puts it. It has potential still
to be realized. One can make this point in a spirit of celebration, as with
Berman, or in a more guardedly hopeful way, as with Habermas. Or
one can simply be pragmatic about it. One might make the point that,
as a matter of empirical fact, modernity – seen as an expression of
Enlightenment rationality – is what most of the world seems to want,
to the exclusion of other modes of thought and practice.

Ernest Gellner, for instance, is quite prepared to concede that belief
in Enlightenment reason is ultimately a form of faith. Enlightenment
rationalism is the product of a particular culture at a particular time:
eighteenth-century western civilization. By virtue of its success in con-
ferring enormous economic and political power on those who adopted
it, it has become the preferred mode of thought of most educated people
in the world. ‘Enlightenment Secular Fundamentalism’ has become the
path to scientific-industrial civilization, and that is the path chosen by
the majority of the world’s societies. The relativism of the postmod-
ernists may be philosophically tenable but apart from the fact that it
leads to nihilism it is practically irrelevant. It remains the fashionable
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plaything of western intellectuals. The attacks on ‘rationalist funda-
mentalism’ fall on deaf ears. ‘We happen to live in a world in which one
style of knowledge [Enlightenment rationality], though born of one
culture, is being adapted by all of them, with enormous speed and eager-
ness, and is disrupting many of them, and is totally transforming the
milieu in which men live. This is simply a fact’ (Gellner 1992: 78).

It is important to see that there is a certain correspondence between
these views of modernity and the position of at least one important
strand of postmodern theory. Clearly for the champions of modernity –
whether in Gellner’s stoical acceptance of it as a matter of fact, or in
the more desire-laden conviction of Habermas and Berman that moder-
nity still has to fulfil its emancipatory promise – modernity cannot be
declared over, at least in a temporal or historical sense. But that is not
the same as saying that it has not changed. Such an understanding is
especially implicit in Habermas’s and Berman’s account of modernity as
driven by the process of capitalist industrialization. Two hundred years
may not be a long time in civilizational terms, but it is long enough for
modernity to reveal a good deal of its character. This is particularly so
with a social form as inherently unstable and dynamic as all agree is the
case with modern capitalist civilization. We should remember the posi-
tion of postmodernists such as Bauman and Huyssen. They do not
regard post-modernity as a new historical stage but rather as the cul-
mination of modernity, a vantage point from which critically to assess
its performance and, presumably, its remaining potential, if any. Post-
modernity on this view is a modernity become conscious of its princi-
ples and practice, a self-conscious modernity. Such an interpretation
accords well with that of thinkers such as Agnes Heller, who is gener-
ally hostile towards theories of post-modernity. If the concept of post-
modernity has any meaning it cannot, she says, refer to ‘a new period
that comes after modernity’. It should be understood rather as equiva-
lent to ‘the contemporary historical consciousness of the modern age’.
‘Post-modern is not what follows after the modern age, but what follows
after the unfolding of modernity. Once the main categories of moder-
nity have emerged, the historical tempo slows down and the real work
on the possibilities begin’ (Heller 1990: 168–9; see also Heller and Feher
1988: 1).

There are of course postmodernists, such as Jencks and Hassan, who
believe that a new era has dawned. But it is equally clear that we should
be careful not to draw too hard and fast a line between theories of
modernity and post-modernity. For many thinkers on both sides of the
divide the difference is mainly one of emphasis, when it is not simply
terminological. Modernists stress the persistence of past characteristics,
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and the relevance therefore of past analyses of modernity. Postmod-
ernists do not deny continuity but are more struck by the fact that we
are now in a position to take stock of the whole experience of moder-
nity, in a way not possible before. Hegel and Marx may have acute
insights to offer but writing as they did in the first century of moder-
nity they could not be expected to see how things would work out in
the long run.

This seems a valuable corrective to the standard accounts of moder-
nity. The modernity of the late twentieth century is different from that
of the early nineteenth century. This obvious point is often obscured in
those treatments – Berman’s in part – in which modernity appears as a
perennial or timeless order, a once-and-for-all achievement that then
produces relatively minor variations on the main theme (see Anderson
1984). Modernity, like the capitalism with which it has been closely
associated for much of the time, has a history. Even if the concept of
post-modernity were to do no more than point to that, it would have
achieved something important. It alerts us to features of late modernity
that might otherwise escape our attention. We are enabled to see new
things, or things not previously noticed, or developments that may have
appeared unpromising in the earlier stages of modernization and have
unexpectedly survived or revived. The ecological crisis produced by the
world-wide expansion of the industrial way of life; the fragmentation
of national cultures, and the revival of ‘small nationalisms’ (or ‘tribal-
ism’); the persistence of religion, in old and new forms; the historic
impasse that socialism seems to have run into; the declining appeal of
traditional political ideologies, and of politics and the public sphere 
generally: in all these and other ways postmodern theory points to unex-
pected developments and significant discontinuities in the history of
modernity. This may not mean the end of modernity but it does seem
to mean that we should rethink the modern project, ask again what it
was all about.4

A recognition of this fact, and an attractive response to it, lies in the
thinking of the American philosopher Richard Rorty. Rorty is often
accounted a postmodernist, and he does not seem particularly troubled
by the label. But his position is more interesting for attempting to steer
a path between the modernists and the postmodernists. With Lyotard
and the postmodernists he accepts the ‘death of metanarratives’. With
Habermas and the modernists he argues that nevertheless we need not
and should not give up on political commitment.

Rorty agrees with Lyotard that, contrary to Habermas’s claims, there
is no abstract and universal ‘narrative of emancipation’ that can be dis-
cerned in the project of modernity. If emancipation of a (fitful) kind has
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emerged in the course of modernization, this is because of local and par-
ticular moral and political ‘narratives’ in the west that have produced
western liberal democracy. No supra-historical concept of ‘reason’ and
its realization need to be invoked in order to understand this outcome.
If modernity has a principle, it is simply the confidence to be self-
assertive’ – a ‘willingness to center our hopes on the future of the race,
on the unpredictable successes of our descendants’. Out of this modern
confidence has come the ‘reformist politics’ and the ‘social engineering’
that have produced tolerance, a free press, universal education, parlia-
ment and the rest of the apparatus of liberal democracy. We are cer-
tainly free to call this ‘progress’, so long as we do not assume that
everyone the world over shares our (western) view of progress, nor that
this progress is a realization of ‘reason’ (for which there are in any case
no universal criteria), nor that it is logically determined in any way, as
the ‘secret history’ of modernity. Parliamentary democracy and the
welfare state are good but not because ‘these institutions are truer to
human nature, or more rational, or in better accord with the universal
moral law, than feudalism or totalitarianism’. In Lyotard’s terms, we
must drop ‘metanarratives’ but ‘keep on recounting edifying first-order
narratives’ (Rorty 1985: 170; 1992: 60).

As this account already suggests, Rorty is not prepared to follow
Lyotard and the postmodernists into a nihilistic rejection of all forms of
political belief and commitment. Lyotard’s position is that the absence
of a universal concept of reason or of a common human nature must
make us treat all political programmes as potentially terroristic and
totalitarian. There is no common or universal subject of human history,
hence there can be no ‘universal history of humanity.’ There exist only
local cultures whose ways and beliefs are mutually incomprehensible
and probably also incompatible.

But as self-confessed Deweyan pragmatist Rorty protests that ‘we
need not presuppose a persistent “we”, a trans-historical metaphysical
subject, in order to tell stories of progress. The only “we” we need is a
local and temporary one: “we” means something like “us twentieth-
century western social democrats”.’ There is no reason why that ‘we’
should not continue to press for the ‘pragmatist utopia’ in which all
opinions and options are ‘thrashed out in free and open encounters.’
This goal does not depend on ‘the revolutionary rhetoric of emancipa-
tion and unmasking’ but rather ‘the reformist rhetoric about increased
tolerance and decreased suffering’. If we accept the primacy of the (rela-
tivist) idea of tolerance, there is nothing to stop us (‘twentieth-century
western social democrats’) from attempting to persuade more and more
of our fellow humans to join us in the enterprise to achieve a world
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society based on liberal institutions. We may or may not succeed, and
we have no basis in ‘human nature’ or ‘the moral sense of mankind’ to
force this outcome on anyone. But it is a rationally defensible goal.

We see no reason why either recent social and political developments or
recent philosophical thought should deter us from our attempt to build a
cosmopolitan world society – one which embodies the same sort of utopia
with which the Christian, Enlightenment and Marxist metanarratives of
emancipation ended . . .

Deweyan pragmatists urge us to think of ourselves as part of a pageant
of historical progress which will gradually encompass all of the human
race, and are willing to argue that the vocabulary which twentieth-century
social democrats use is the best vocabulary the race has come up with so
far . . . But pragmatists are quite sure that their own vocabulary will be
superseded – and, from their point of view, the sooner the better. (Rorty
1992: 62, 68; see also 1985: 171–2)

This is undoubtedly an attractive position, one that attempts to ‘split
the difference’ between Lyotard and Habermas (Rorty 1985: 173). From
our point of view what makes it appealing is that it takes the most per-
suasive part of the postmodern critique while refusing to accept its more
nihilistic or apocalyptic conclusions. There has clearly been a loss of
belief in the kind of transhistorical or universalist ideology that sets the
goal towards which all mankind is tending. Neither the socialist nor the
democratic utopia seems preordained. The Hegelian idea, so influential
in a variety of guises, that human history is essentially the history of
freedom, no longer commands widespread assent. To that extent the
‘incredulity towards metanarratives’ is a plausible claim. But this does
not leave us as helpless as Lyotard and some other postmodernists
suppose. Liberal democracy, and no doubt certain varieties of socialism,
can be defended in other terms than as ‘metanarratives’. This then can
suggest forms of contemporary identification and action that, with
appropriate modesty, seek to realize some of the goals of Enlightenment
modernity. We need not give up on the ‘emancipatory’ promise or pro-
gramme of modernity. We must simply acknowledge its pragmatic, 
culturally-limited, time-bound character; and in attempting to carry it
out we must proceed by persuasion, constant argument and constant
experimentation.

There is a further aspect of Rorty’s discussion of modernity that is
helpful to our purposes. Rorty even-handedly charges French thinkers
with an obsession with revolutionary politics, and German thinkers with
an obsession with the philosophical bases of modernity. The French
concern in fact derives from their acceptance of the German definition
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of the problem. If revolutionary politics cannot be philosophically jus-
tified, there is no politics. The choice for them is either total revolution
or total nihilism. It is beneath their dignity to consider ‘mere reformism’.
Since revolution cannot be justified, because there is no rational basis
for it, postmodernist intellectuals such as Foucault and Lyotard retreat
to the avant-garde salons of the academy.

German thinkers generally accept this position – hence Habermas’s
desperate attempt to hold on to some concept of reason. But their 
main concern has been to trace and reflect on the philosophical tradi-
tion, from Kant (or Descartes) to Nietschze and beyond, that has 
grappled with problems of truth and validity. This for them is the 
essential underpinning of modernity. Modernity for them has been fun-
damentally about finding a rational basis for society to replace the 
religion that previously supplied social meaning and social integration.
Hence their concern with the ‘diremptions’ and ‘alienations’ of western
society that have followed upon the loss of religion. The main problem,
for Habermas and the whole German school of Critical Theory, is 
that the ‘subject-centred reason’ that we inherit from Kant and 
the Enlightenment has not been adequate to the task. It has not been
capable of supplying a new principle that finds a rapprochement, while
acknowledging the differences, between the three spheres of science
(truth), morality (goodness) and art (beauty) identified by Kant as 
the modern successors to a unified religion. From this failure follows
the spectre of post-modernity that Habermas has tried to exorcize with
his concept of ‘communicative reason’ (Rorty 1985: 169–70; 1992:
68–71).

But what, asks Rorty, if this whole enterprise is misguided? What if
this whole obsession with ‘subject-centred reason’, and generally with
questions of epistemology, has obscured other, perhaps more important,
perspectives on modernity? Rorty suggests that ‘that famous “subjec-
tivity” which post-Kantian historians of philosophy, anxious to link
Kant with Descartes, took as their guiding thread’, has misled us as to
‘the principle of the modern’. That principle is better suggested not by
Descartes, the prophet of ‘self-grounding’, but by Bacon, the prophet of
‘self-assertion’. From Bacon derives the whole modern project of social
experimentation and ‘social engineering’ that has been far more conse-
quential than philosophic attempts to find an agreed basis for reason.
Bacon takes us back to the real as opposed to the speculative history of
modernity. He leads us away from the abstract, a-historical Platonic
concern with ‘clear and distinct ideas’ to the actual technological, social
and political accomplishments of modern societies, and the blessings
and headaches they have brought. Rorty points to
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the various rosy prospects which appear once one suggests that working
through ‘the principle of subjectivity’ (and out the other side) was just a
side-show, something which an isolated order of priests devoted them-
selves to for a few hundred years, something which did not make much
difference to the successes and failures of the European countries in real-
izing the hopes formulated by the Enlightenment. (Rorty 1985: 171)5

Rorty does indeed direct our attention back to some of the other
questions raised by the debate about post-modernity. The deconstruc-
tionists’ attack on reason, and Habermas’s defence of it, is one thing,
and by no means a small one. For many post-modernists it is what
defines the current condition of contemporary societies. But there are
also the kinds of concerns exemplified by the writings of Jencks,
Jameson, Harvey and others. These point to the economic, social and
political changes affecting the contemporary world: such matters as
globalization, the rise of the culture industries, new forms of localism,
new social movements. How does post-modernity appear in the light of
these claims? And what might be the prospects, not for ‘a postmodernist
form of intellectual life’, in which ‘the sublime’ floats free from social
ties, but ‘a postmodernist form of social life, in which society as a whole
asserts itself without bothering to ground itself’ (Rorty 1985: 175)?

Post-Modernity: Ideology and Reality

Jameson points to a vexing problem with theories of post-modernity:

As an ideology which is also a reality, the ‘postmodern’ cannot be dis-
proved insofar as its fundamental feature is the radical separation of all
the levels and voices whose recombination in their totality alone could
disprove it. (Jameson 1992: 376)

Jameson is referring to the way that contemporary social reality is,
as he sees it, marked by heterogeneity, ‘difference’ and fragmentation.
It represents the break-up of the order associated not just with the
‘organic totality’ of pre-industrial societies but also that of classic
modern societies of the western type. Reality now is compartmental-
ized, classified in multiple and overlapping yet separate ways. It is orga-
nized ‘a little like those networks of political cells whose members have
only met their immediate opposite numbers’. The concept of the post-
modern itself reflects this cellular reality. It is made up of distinct and
overlapping features which cannot be aggregated or integrated, unlike
more traditional concepts such as feudalism or capitalism or even ‘the
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modern’. Post-modernity is expressed in the language of ‘discourses’ and
‘voices’ rather than of falsifiable propositions. It remains as frustratingly
disparate as the reality it purports to mirror and describe (Jameson
1992: 364–76; cf. Bauman 1992: xxiv).

There is also the further problem that, as a number of critics have
pointed out, post-modernity does not offer itself as a theory to be tested
and assessed in the usual fashion. In a peculiar way, post-modernity has
to be assessed not from the detached viewpoint of the external observer
but from within, from inside its own discourse. We can choose to ignore
postmodern theory; but if we examine it we rapidly come to see that
we are dealing with a way of analysing and describing that is so
enmeshed with the reality it engages that it is virtually impossible to
separate and compare the two. The point is that we are, as Jameson
says, to a good extent ‘within the culture of postmodernism’ and cannot
just turn our backs on it (1992: 62). Postmodern architects and urban-
ists deliberately and self-consciously go out and build postmodernists
buildings and postmodernist cities. Postmodern artists and writers
create an artistic culture of postmodernism that then becomes an 
environment for other artists and writers to work within (and against).
Postmodern critics write books about post-modernity that become the
culture of large parts of the academy, forcing its members to confront
it and to some extent to work within it. Post-modernity, as Ihab Hassan
has said, is partly about the ‘will to power’, a bid to establish new 
theories and concepts in order to ‘open for its proponents a space in
language.’ The critical culture of post-modernity creates such new
spaces and opportunities. The debates about it become the proof of its
existence. They establish a new reality that then becomes the con-
tentious centre of struggles for cultural power and control. ‘The battle
of the books is also an ontic battle against death’ (Hassan 1985: 120;
see also Connor 1989: 10–20; Kermode 1989: 144).

So there is an inescapable degree of ‘reflexivity’ or self-knowing in
post-modernity that is inherent in its condition, and in the discussions
about it. That means that there must be a certain rhetorical hyperbole
in the question we posed in the last chapter, is post-modernity true? The
question cannot be answered literally. Post-modernity is true to the
extent that it is all around us. The culture industries, which have become
central to many western societies, have made it true by their indefati-
gable creation of an image-saturated environment. Hyperreality – the
copy of which the original has been lost – is the world we all inhabit
for at least part of the time. The ‘ecstasy of communication’, in the
world of the Internet, is only too manifestly an experience many of us
enjoy or suffer in our working as well as our leisure lives. Culture is no
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longer simply an adjunct to the serious business of getting a living 
but has in good part become that business. Large numbers of people
work in the culture industries and in their spare time also consume its
products.

More remarkably, the culture industries have themselves been preoc-
cupied to an extraordinary degree with spreading the vocabulary,
imagery and emotional tones of post-modernity. This inevitably height-
ens the element of reflexivity in the phenomenon. Postmodern intellec-
tuals and artists regularly grace the television screens in late night
discussion programmes. Many popular talk shows and comedy pro-
grammes have an unmistakeably post-modernist irony and quizzicality
about them. Our whole sense of politics and of political efficacy is
affected by the constant stream of irreverence and ridicule directed at
figures of authority and hallowed national institutions. One result of
this promotion of postmodernist culture is that the answer to the ques-
tion, is post-modernity true, has partly to be couched in terms created
by that very culture.

This could be one way of dealing with the similar question, how far
is post-modernity an ideology? Ideologies do not always – perhaps not
very often in fact – stand ‘outside’ the reality they supposedly reflect,
typically in distorted form. The base-superstructure imagery of Marxism
is what leads us to expect this relationship. More commonly the ideol-
ogy is to be found in the practices and discourses of everyday life. It is
a lived existence, and has a palpable feel of common-sense reality about
it. To that extent it is internal to the reality whose workings and prin-
ciples it may nevertheless conceal in some crucial way.

Post-modernity does at least have this much existence. If it is to be
thought ideological, it is at least partly in this sense. The characteristic
modes and expressions of post-modernity have become familiar aspects
of the reality of many people in western societies. Looking around them,
people can see post-modernity in the streets, just as, at the turn of the
century, the people of Paris and Berlin could see modernity in the streets.
When you talk to people about their experiences and expectations, and
attempt to account for them in the postmodern terms of fragmentation,
‘incoherence’, and the loss of certain stabilities and doctrinal beliefs,
they seem instantly to recognize the diagnosis.

But this still leaves open the question of how far post-modernity is
an ideology in the more general sense. It may be real, in the sense that
it is familiarly lived. But does its account of the world mask deeper
changes? Is it ideological in the sense that it is the carrier of an eco-
nomic or political system that is not, or not properly, describable in its
terms? What does post-modernity represent?
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It is noteworthy that Jameson, for instance, despite his warning about
the difficulties of treating postmodernism as a testable theory, again and
again reverts to the idea that it is the ‘cultural logic of late capitalism’.
A similar view is to be found in writers such as Lash, Urry and Harvey.
The sense must be that, even if we cannot (or cannot easily) distinguish
postmodern culture from post-modern society, we should be able to
understand the phenomenon of post-modernity through an analysis of
the current condition of capitalism. That, in its turn, should lead us to
examine precisely the areas that Rorty alerts us to, the economic, social
and political life of the late twentieth-century world. Whether or not we
can formally ‘test’ postmodern theory, in other words (what kind of
social theory can we test?), we should be able to assess its plausibility
at least to some degree by considering the claims it makes about that
very palpable reality.

Some of this we have already done under the headings of the infor-
mation society and post-Fordism. Post-modernity, being a highly com-
prehensive view of the world, takes in as we have seen many of the
things included in those theories. So, we have shown the continuities
between past and present in the information economy. We have ques-
tioned the idea of a new principle or direction necessarily brought in by
the information technology revolution. This is not the whole story of
the information society, as we have tried to show in the present chapter.
Moreover post-modernity concentrates – in the writings of Baudrillard
and others – more on the perceptual and expressive effects of informa-
tion technology than on its economic impact. But, in so far as the post-
modern idea depends on a view of the radicalizing changes brought to
the economy and society by the new information technology, the verdict
must so far be ‘not proven’. Our perceptions of reality, and some aspects
of our social behaviour, may have undergone significant changes. But
the information society, in its full-blooded claim to be a new social order,
certainly warrants the label ‘ideological’ in the current state of things.
To that extent too it contributes an ideological component to the idea
of post-modernity.

The evidence from the post-Fordist debate works less obviously
against post-modernity. It has been possible to argue persuasively that
much of ‘flexible specialization’ represents little more than a change of
strategy by capitalists in a changing environment. The ‘renaissance of
craftwork’ looked for hopefully by Piore and Sabel seems so far a mirage.
But the post-Fordist insistence on the changing character of ideologies
and alliances, and on the decline of class politics, seems well-founded,
as we have noted in this chapter. This chimes in well with the central
postmodern claim of the ‘death of metanarratives’. It also highlights the
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post-modern theme of the importance of the new social movements, as
compared with older agencies such as trade unions and political parties.
In raising questions of ecology and of human rights, the new social move-
ments aspire towards the universal. They stress what is common to
humankind. At another level though the new social movements are about
‘the politics of difference’ so strongly featured in postmodernist writing.
They stress plural and multiple identities, what divides us by gender, 
sexuality, ethnicity, locality. As against the universality and generality of
ecology and the global environment, they draw our attention to the par-
ticularities of group, place, community and history.

The new social movements are an example of a more general feature
of post-modernity: the interaction, or tension, between the global and
the local. Here too much is made of the connection with the operations
of contemporary capitalism. Post-modernity on this view precisely
reflects the globalization of capital, the central feature of ‘late capital-
ism’. Its concern with the particularities of place, locality, ‘heritage’ and
history are all of a piece with global capitalism’s renewal of the impor-
tance of place. This does not contradict but on the contrary comple-
ments capitalism’s tendency to compress and unify space in its global
phase. The creation of an abstract, homogeneous, global space sets up
a contrary impulse towards localization, differentiation and diversity.
As Harvey puts it:

. . . the more unified the space, the more important the qualities of the
fragmentations become for social identity and action. The free flow of
capital across the surface of the globe . . . places strong emphasis upon
the particular qualities of the spaces to which that capital might be
attracted. The shrinkage of space that brings diverse communities across
the globe into competition with each other implies localized competitive
strategies and a heightened sense of awareness of what makes a place
special and gives it a competitive advantage. This kind of reaction looks
much more strongly to the identification of place, the building and 
signalling of its unique qualities in an increasingly homogeneous but 
fragmented world. (Harvey 1989: 271)

Harvey does not deny that there are positive features in this recovery
of place. Neglected communities have a spur to regenerate themselves,
and to reconstruct identities that may have languished. There is also a
greater potentiality for political action. Working-class groups, and other
‘oppositional’ groups such as women and ethnic and colonized minori-
ties, are best able to organize on a local basis. Municipal socialism, and
the defence of working-class communities, are achievements at the local
level that have rarely been matched by comparable successes at the

MILLENNIAL THEMES: ENDINGS AND BEGINNINGS 205

FPI7  8/17/2004  3:38 PM  Page 205



national (let alone international) level. But these victories also reveal the
weakness of localism. Groups ‘relatively empowered to organize in place’
are ‘disempowered when it comes to organizing over space.’ ‘In cling-
ing, often of necessity, to a place-bound identity . . . such oppositional
movements become a part of the very fragmentation which a mobile cap-
italism and flexible accumulation can feed upon’ (Harvey 1989: 303).

This is, for Harvey, the important point to insist upon. The rehabili-
tation of place rides upon forces that lie outside the control and often
also the comprehension of place-bound actors. ‘Flexible accumulation
typically exploits a wide range of seemingly contingent geographical cir-
cumstances, and reconstitutes them as structured internal elements of its
own encompassing logic’ (Harvey 1989: 294). The postmodernist cele-
bration of place and local identities ignores this crucial factor. It sees and
applauds decentralization and diversity as expressions of local auton-
omy. It misses the hidden forces behind the apparently free play of local
self-assertion. The ‘Third Italy’ certainly exploited its peculiar local tra-
ditions of craftmanship and communal co-operation; but its success, in
Harvey’s eyes, turned critically on the fact of the demand for customized
goods in the fiercely competitive world economy. Other cities and regions
– Los Angeles, South Wales, Taiwan – have made themselves attractive
to international capital by heightening certain local features: a particu-
lar range of skills, an anti-union culture, a tradition of paternalistic
labour management. What matters is not the unique features of local
identities but the way these mesh with the requirements of an increas-
ingly mobile capital (cf. also Massey 1992; Lash and Urry 1994: 303–4).

This kind of argument can be deployed against a wide range of 
post-modern phenomena. Post-modern particularism, pluralism and
eclecticism exist, but they are ideological expressions of ‘the underlying
systemic unity, the imperatives which create the diversity itself while at
the same time imposing a deeper and more global homogeneity’ (Wood
1990: 79). The pattern, whether of place or product, is similar: global-
ization linked to localism and diversification. Globalization, following
the familiar logic of capitalist development, looks for ‘economies of
scale’. These favour standardization and homogeneity – the ‘global
product’. We have the global marketing of McDonald’s and Mickey
Mouse, Dallas and Disneyland, Hilton and Holiday Inn (the American
provenance is of course significant). Global media conglomerates such
as Rupert Murdoch’s News Corporation or the Sony Corporation of
Japan diffuse the relevant tastes and attitudes across the world. ‘Global
cities’ such as London, New York and Tokyo are the nodal points and
controlling centres of the world-wide flow of images, information, and
standardized goods and services.
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So far, so familiar. Globalization simply carries the tendencies of
earlier forms of capitalism to greater lengths, commensurate with the
greater scale of operation. These is nothing here to surprise Marx or
Weber – or, for that matter, Henry Ford. Weber’s concept of ‘rational-
ization’ would adequately cover most of these developments. It would
also explain why the routinization and standardization of the ‘world
product’ should increasingly be found in many other spheres – not only
production, but also leisure, culture, education, religion and politics.
This is a case partly of imitation, partly of determination. What has
been called ‘the McDonaldization of society’ nicely points to the exem-
plary role of one of the most successful contemporary practitioners of
Weberian rationalization (Ritzer 1993). Marxists are more likely to
stress the ‘commodification of society’, the extension of capitalist ratio-
nality and the profit motive into ever more areas of social and personal
life, and into ever more regions of the globe (Braverman 1974: 271–83;
Sklair 1991).

But most Marxist critics of post-modernity do not stop at this famil-
iar point of the analysis. They note that globalization introduces fea-
tures that carry the appearance of novelty – features that are seized upon
by others as the evidence for post-modernity. Universalization and stan-
dardization are only one face of globalization. The other is particular-
ization and diversity. In addition to the economies of scale, there are
‘economies of scope’. Capitalism in its global, post-Fordist, phase needs
to diversify and individualize its products. Cities and regions too have
to stress their differences. They have to accentuate their peculiarities of
identity and history – their ‘heritage’ – in order to make themselves
attractive not simply to international capital but to world tourism. The
result in both cases has been an efflorescence of diversity and particu-
larity. In all industrial societies there is now a remarkable range of 
specialized and often exotic goods and services: ethnic and regional
cuisines, ‘folk’ art, ‘Third World’ music, ‘traditional’ clothes and furni-
ture, new and revived forms of medicine and health products. Similarly
there is (or appears to be) a renaissance of small country towns and vil-
lages, and a regeneration of old industrial areas, often as tourist regions
(‘Catherine Cookson country’ in the north-east of England, ‘Wild West’
towns in the old mining areas of America).

What the Marxist critics of post-modernity want to emphasize is the
surface appearance of all this, and the deeper logic underlying it. Local-
ism is tied to globalism, and particularity to the requirements of the
more developed, post-Fordist, phase of capitalism. The Sony Corpora-
tion revealingly speaks of ‘global localization’ as its current operational
strategy; and Theodore Levitt, one of the leading analysts of the new
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corporate philosophy, argues that the ‘world product’ is not just about
standardization but equally about what he calls the ‘cosmopolitaniza-
tion of speciality’. This accepts, in the celebrated expression of the
advertising firm Saatchi and Saatchi, that there are more social differ-
ences between mid-town Manhattan and the Bronx than between mid-
town Manhattan and the 7th arrondissement of Paris. The world market,
that is, is socially differentiated, and products have to be specifically
designed and aimed at particular segments. But the focus is still the
global strategy. Across the world there are like-minded consumers 
occupying comparable niches in their respective societies. Equally the
products aimed at them can be ‘cosmopolitan’, however marked by
specificity of cultural origin. The world is ransacked for all the variety
it produces by way of locality and ethnicity – African music, Aborigi-
nal art, Indian rugs, Thai cuisine, and so on. ‘De-territorialized’,
uprooted from their specific contexts – just as, in terms of place, the
‘local’ is no longer the concretely or authentically local but an element
in the global-local nexus – these become the ‘cosmopolitan specialities’
aimed at particular market segments, especially those in the affluent
northern hemisphere. The strategy combines homogeneity with hetero-
geneity. There are the standardized principles of global marketing, and
the differentiated products of global consumption (Robins 1991; Amin
and Thrift 1993; see also Featherstone 1990).

Hence the complaint of critics that the more diversity there appears
to be, the more it is accompanied by uniformity. Firms such as the Body
Shop, Benetton and Laura Ashley may strive to produce different, non-
standard, goods, but global marketing means that ‘Benetton or Laura
Ashley products [end up] in almost every serially produced shopping
mall in the advanced capitalist world’ (Harvey 1989: 296). The irony
is that, in city after city, the up-scale ‘post-modern’ Laura Ashley 
shop is likely to find itself cheek-by-jowl with the distinctly ‘modern’
McDonald eatery, selling the most standardized of ‘world products’. The
conjunction suggests similar purposes and processes at work.

There is likewise the charge that however post-modern the design of
cities, the forms of capitalist growth will ensure that the same designs
are repeated mechanically across the nation. There arises what Boyer
calls a system of ‘serial monotony . . . producing from already known
patterns or molds places almost identical in ambience from city to city:
New York’s South Street Seaport, Boston’s Quincy Market, Baltimore’s
Harbor Place’ (in Harvey 1989: 295). Postmodernism may indeed
become the new ‘international style’ in architecture, repeating the uni-
versality and uniformity that were charged against modernism. Post-
modernist architects speak the language of ‘difference’, and the ‘hybrid’,
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‘complex’, and ‘double-coded’ character of their work ought to testify
to a new sense of rootedness or locality. But, suggests Steve Connor,

when hybridization itself becomes universal, regional specificity becomes
simply a style which can be transmitted across the globe as rapidly as a
photocopy of the latest glossy architectural manifesto. Paradoxically, the
sign of the success of the anti-universalist language and style of architec-
tural postmodernism is that one can find it everywhere, from London, to
New York, to Tokyo and Delhi . . . The new language of difference . . . is
not a splitting apart of the modernist dream of universality, but a morbid
intensification of it. (Connor 1989: 80)

Lyotard, the celebrated but quirky post-modernist, has himself been
scathing about the kind of post-modernism that celebrates eclecticism.
‘Eclecticism,’ says Lyotard, ‘is the degro zero of contemporary general
culture: one listens to reggae, watches a western, eats McDonald’s food
for lunch and local cuisine for dinner, wears Paris perfume in Tokyo and
“retro” clothes in Hong Kong: knowledge is a matter for TV games’
(Lyotard 1984b: 76). This ‘pot-pourri of internationalism’, as Harvey
calls it, can easily be equated, as it is for Marxists such as Ellen Wood,
with ‘the ultimate “commodity fetishism”, the triumph of “consumer
society” ’ (Harvey 1989: 87; Wood 1990: 78). Post-modernity is, ever
more firmly, set within the contours of an evolving capitalism. Harvey’s
conclusion can be taken as representative of the whole Marxist critique
of post-modern theory. There has certainly, he concedes, ‘been a sea-
change in the surface appearance of capitalism since 1973’. But ‘it is not
hard to see how the invariant elements and relations that Marx defined
as fundamental to any capitalist mode of production still shine through,
and in many instances with an even greater luminosity than before, all
the surface froth and evanescence’ of post-modernity (Harvey 1989:
187–9; see also 121, 343–4; and cf. Callinicos 1989: 121–71).

Allowing for the hyperbole, this is as clear as anyone could ask for.
Moreover, there is no point in denying its very real force. The merest
survey of developments in the world over the past quarter of a century
would quickly show up the extraordinary vitality of capitalism in this
period. Its reach has widened to include the whole globe. It can lay fair
claim to having toppled the communist regimes of eastern Europe, and
to be transforming those that remain elsewhere. It has penetrated more
deeply than ever before into the life of western society, touching areas
of politics, culture and welfare previously reserved to the public, non-
commercial, realm. Education, broadcasting and the arts have felt its
influence, along with the health, welfare, police and prison services.
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Even the government’s own bureaucratic agencies have in some cases
been thrown open to the market. In the most personal and intimate
areas of individual life, too, it has found fresh fields to conquer. Con-
sumerism has entered into bodily and sexual concerns; advertising has
sought to make us aware of new anxieties of identity and personal secu-
rity, and to assure us that there are goods and services to satisfy our
every need and to assuage our every fear. In every space of the ‘life-
world’ capitalism has found the material for new forms of commodifi-
cation and consumerism.

So it is not difficult to see why many theorists feel that the driving
force of contemporary change remains capitalism, in however trans-
formed a shape. Post-modernity can easily be made to appear no more
than the consumerist gloss on the surface, a mere change of style. Cap-
italism, we are repeatedly reminded, does not stand still. It is constantly
disturbing settled practices and beliefs. The new forms of work, the
increasing centrality of culture and information, the changing balance
between the public and private spheres, are all expressions of this
dynamism. The inner logic of the changes remains capital accumulation
and the ever-increasing extensions of the market. Post-modernity is the
ideological reflex of this latest phase of capitalism’s inventiveness.

This is a familiar kind of analysis, and it runs familiar dangers. The
‘capitalist imperative’ has been applied to cultural movements as far
apart as the Renaissance and Romanticism, and to intellectual devel-
opments from Hobbes to Hegel to Hobhouse. Earlier it was applied to
modernism as it now is to post-modernism. The objection is the same
in most of these cases: not that the analysis is necessarily wrong, but
that it is couched at too high a level of generality and abstraction. ‘Cap-
italism’ is being made to do too much work. The world is indeed still
capitalist, and post-modernity exists in that world. But how far should
the post-modern condition be explained by the mechanics of capitalist
development? If ‘post-modern capitalism’ is different from earlier forms
of capitalism should not the emphasis lie on the first term as much as
the second? How much autonomy exists in the social and cultural
spheres? There lurks here, as of old, the scent of an excessive degree of
determinism and reductionism.

Several writers have drawn attention to the fact that we can usefully
distinguish two main varieties of post-modernity or post-modernism.
There is a ‘postmodernism of reaction’ and a ‘post-modernism of resis-
tance’ (Foster 1983: xii); there is a ‘mainstream’ postmodernism and an
‘oppositional’ postmodernism (Lash 1990: 37). There is, that is, in the
first place a postmodernism that seems to fit rather snugly with the
requirements of late capitalism. It celebrates mass culture, consumerism
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and commercialism. It is robustly populist in its attitude to ‘high’ or
elitist culture. It gives amused assent to the T-shirt slogan, ‘I shop, there-
fore I am’. It is a philosophy that seems to fit the life-style and interests
of many of the new ‘post-industrial’ middle classes in the media, adver-
tising, higher education and finance.

On the other hand, there is a postmodernism that seems to stand
against the currents of capitalist culture. Postmodernist thought lies
behind many of the social movements that have based themselves on
the claims of gender, ethnicity and locality. It has aided those seeking to
establish an identity – personal or collective – against the rising tide of
capitalist homogenization. It has opposed the standardization of place
and milieu. It has sought to establish a sense of home in an increasingly
abstract, global, homogeneous space (Robins 1991: 39–40; Amin and
Thrift 1993: 412–13).

Globalization itself does not only mean standardization and depen-
dency. It can also bring a new cosmopolitanism and global con-
sciousness. Post-modern thought stands against all ethnocentrism, all
privileging of one history or one geographical segment of the globe. It
opposes not just ‘orientalism’ but Islamic fundamentalism and all other
species of dogmatism and exclusivity. While one aspect of it may encour-
age the particularity of a potentially fanatical nationalism or regional-
ism, another aspect forces the recognition that any one nationalism or
localism must accept the equal right of all other nationalisms and
localisms to flourish. It has been in the best tradition of western thought
since the Enlightenment to attempt to transcend place and particular
historical experiences. Post-modernity in one way reacts against Enlight-
enment universalism but in another it promotes Enlightenment cos-
mopolitanism (Heller and Feher 1988: 2; Lash and Urry 1994: 308–9).

The point is a simple one, and can be put as follows. To eat at
McDonald’s is not necessarily to be McDonaldized. The ‘world product’
is consumed and received in different ways, according to different local
and national contexts and cultures. Muscovites eating at Moscow’s
McDonald’s are just as likely to make it a part of their existing culture
as to be turned into east European Americans. It has been too readily
assumed that globalization flows only in one direction. There is evi-
dently power there, but that power has to be expressed in particular
places with their own resources of culture. Place matters, not only as
the local site of multinational operations, and not only, as in some
radical views, as the defensible space of a particular history and expe-
rience of locality (an attitude that can lead to reactionary attempts to
freeze history at a particular point). Particular places can be the source
of local mobilizations attempting to get the best out of the interaction
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of local and global forces. The identity of place, and of the people 
associated with it, is not fixed; it is a variable thing, depending on a 
particular mix of local and non-local forces and circumstances (the phe-
nomenon of ‘gentrification’ illustrates this well). Place generates fierce
loyalties, and while these can always turn exclusive and xenophobic they
can also provide the resources for creating a new sense of home and a
new negotiation of identity (Massey 1992: 9–13; see also Appadurai
1990; Smart 1994; Samuel 1995).

The issue of capitalism and post-modernity remains a central –
perhaps the central – question of contemporary social theory. Is what is
happening fundamentally a new departure, or is it simply another twist
of the capitalist tale? Some of the most impressive accounts of the con-
temporary world have made the transformations of capitalism the lynch-
pin of their analyses. Writers such as Ernest Mandel and David Harvey
have made genuinely illuminating contributions to our understanding of
the changes in the world about us. What is especially impressive is that
they have not, unlike many Marxists, treated capitalism as some more
or less timeless entity but have explored the epochal developments within
it. Capitalism for them is the starting point, not the end, of the analysis.

At the same time they have been close observers of the political, cul-
tural, social and spatial changes that have accompanied these transfor-
mations of capitalism. It is in this way that they have addressed the
question of post-modernity. In the final analysis they remain convinced
that the categories of Marxism are the best and most effective tools for
understanding the phenomena that others have regarded as post-
modern. But at their best – as in the writing of Jameson and Harvey –
they have given due weight to the new importance of culture and com-
munications, to the renewed sense of place, and to the creative role of
the new social movements.

Capitalism, it is clear, has not reached its limits, whatever socialists
may have hoped and striven for. The fall of communist states in eastern
Europe, and the waning appeal of socialism in the world as a whole,
has given capitalism not just new ideological vigour but also fresh ter-
ritories to invade. There is still much work in front of it, and not many
obstacles to its progress. The old division of the world into Three
Worlds is now obsolete. There is only One World, the world of global
capitalism. It would be foolish for any social analyst to ignore this over-
whelming fact of our contemporary condition, however much he or she
may wish it otherwise.

But capitalism is a large, abstract category. How capitalism works,
what its effects are, vary enormously in different places and at different
times. Post-modernity may be capitalist, but it is capitalism with a new
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face, one that shows many peculiar and unexpected features. The inves-
tigation of this novelty is an important matter in its own right. In the
end, the question of whether or not post-modernity is the ideology of
(late) capitalism may not be very important – or, perhaps better put, it
may be more a matter of emphasis or of the interest of the investigator.
‘Post-modern capitalism’ shows sufficient distinctiveness to warrant an
analysis that respects the radical changes of form at all levels – cultural
and political as well as economic – that modern society has undergone
in the last third of the twentieth century. If this leads some to conclude
that we live in a new world, a post-modern world, they cannot be held
guilty of either blindness or naivety. The contemporary world may not
be simply or only post-modern; but post-modernity is now a significant,
perhaps central, feature of its life, and an important way of thinking
about it.

Coda: The Return of Grand Narratives?

Zygmunt Bauman has said that

the collapse of communism was the final nail in the coffin of the modern
ambitions which drew the horizon of European (or Europe-influenced)
history of the last two centuries. That collapse ushered us into an as-yet-
unexplored world: a world without a collective utopia, without a con-
scious alternative to itself. (Bauman 1992: xxv)

This echoes Vaclav Havel’s remark – quoted as an epigraph to the
present chapter – that the fall of communism means that modernity has
reached ‘a final crisis’. Both Bauman and Havel appear to be saying that,
since communism represented modernity’s highest ambition, its failure
must amount to a question mark over the whole modern project. At the
same time, nothing has been put in its place. The world now lacks an
overarching vision, a sense of a goal towards which it is striving. It is a
world without utopias, without alternatives. It is a world that simply
functions (or does not function), like a machine.

This is a post-modernist view indeed. It also seems close to the posi-
tion of those who, in the wake of the 1989 revolutions in eastern
Europe, have pronounced ‘the end of history’. What Francis Fukuyama,
the best-known exponent of this view, means by this is that, with the
defeat of Marxism and communism, all ideological conflict in the world
has now been exhausted. History for him, as for Hegel, is the story of
the conflict of competing visions of civilization and social order. This is
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what gives history its forward, progressive, movement. There is now no
more such conflict and therefore no more ‘history’ (although there will
still be many events). History has completed its work; all that is left is
the idle ticking-over of its engine. What lies ahead for us is merely ‘the
perpetual caretaking of the museum of human history’ (Fukuyama
1989: 18; see also 1992).

But in one crucial sense what Fukuyama and others like him were
saying was quite the opposite of Bauman and Havel. For Fukuyama the
end of history does not mean that all alternatives are exhausted but that
one alternative has won. The defeat of communism has not left the
world without visions. It has left one in lonely and unchallenged emi-
nence. Communism has been defeated by capitalism. More concretely,
it has been defeated by the liberal-democratic forms of market society.
This has been the secret of history since the Renaissance: the evolution
and gradual world-wide spread of liberal market society, and the van-
quishing of all its rivals (Fukuyama 1992: xii–xiv, 39–51).

Thus, far from modernity being ‘in crisis’, as Havel suggests, it is for
Fukuyama thoroughly vindicated. The victory of liberal market society
is the victory of the modern principle (though Fukuyama himself does
not see this as the cause for unalloyed rejoicing). This was the premise
of the ‘modernization theory’ of the 1950s in the west. Fukuyama notes
that this theory was criticized for its ‘ethnocentrism’, its apparent ele-
vation of ‘the western European and North American development
experience to the level of universal truth’. The charge was not simply
that there were different paths to modernity than those followed by
western nations, but that modernity itself was a western, ethnocentric
concept (Fukuyama 1992: 68–9).

Now, says Fukuyama, things seem very different. In the 1990s ‘mod-
ernization theory looks much more persuasive . . . than it did fifteen or
twenty years earlier . . . While there are a variety of routes that coun-
tries can take to get to the end of history, there are few versions of
modernity other than the capitalist liberal-democratic one that look like
they are going concerns’ (Fukuyama 1992: 133).

This is a position that can be contested, and has been, in a vigorous
debate that has been going on ever since Fukuyama’s work first
appeared (see, for example, Anderson 1994; Burns 1994). But the more
significant thing from our point of view is its general bearing on theo-
ries of post-modernity. Theories of post-modernity, like those of post-
Fordism and the information society, were developed largely before the
events of 1989 and the collapse of communism in eastern Europe. They
were elaborated, that is, before the changes that many have come to
regard as the most significant historical development of the twentieth
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century (Hobsbawm 1994; Tiryakian 1994: 132). Does this affect their
validity? How much of a challenge does it pose?

In one sense, not much. These theories can actually be said to have
anticipated the major developments of the later 1980s. This is partly
because things were already happening that were having an influence
on the thinking behind these theories. The ‘global democratic revolu-
tion’ was already under way, in the 1970s and 1980s, when most of the
theories were being worked out. Socialist parties in the west were
already on the defensive, and mostly out of office. In the Soviet Union
Gorbachev’s policies of glasnost and perestroika, the harbingers of the
1989 revolutions and the break-up of the Soviet Union, were in full
flood. These developments could all easily be accommodated in the idea
of the ‘end of grand narratives’, especially as concerned the grand nar-
rative of Marxism. They showed the affinity between the ideas of post-
modernity and the rejection of all dogmatic and authoritarian systems
of belief and practice. Even the events of 1989 themselves are not an
immediate problem. There is widespread agreement that a significant
contribution to them was the information and communication revolu-
tion that is central to the idea of the information society (Boden 1992).
There is also a specifically post-modernist interpretation of 1989: the
rejection of grand narratives, of course, but also the attraction of
western consumerism, and the choice, diversity and individualism that
were thought to go with it (Bauman 1992: 166–71).

What is problematic for our theories therefore is not the general fact
of the failure of communism. That is easily enough squared with post-
modernist and related ideas. The real challenge comes from the content
of the 1989 revolutions. For this seems to hark back to some of the 
fundamental themes of classic modernity. Jürgen Habermas has in fact
called the revolution of 1989 a ‘revolution of recuperation’ or retrieval
(nachholende Revolution). The societies of Central and eastern Europe,
he argues, were not attempting anything new but were trying to get back
onto the track of modernity from which they had been de-railed by the
communist experiment. Their model was quite clearly the constitutional
democracy and developed capitalism of the west. Habermas dismisses
the idea that the revolution was a postmodernist revolt against reason,
or against ‘grand narratives’ generally. The only grand narrative that
the revolutions of 1989 rejected was that of Marxism. In other respects
they turned decisively to the grand narratives of western liberalism. The
1989 revolutions were cast in the same mould, and embodied the same
aspirations, as the classic bourgeois revolutions of the west. ‘The revo-
lutionary collapse of bureaucratic socialism seems . . . to indicate that
modernity is extending its borders – the spirit of the West is catching
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up with the East not simply as a technological civilization, but also as
a democratic tradition’ (Habermas 1991b: 30; cf. Müller 1992).

The ‘re-birth of history’, or the return to the ‘mainstream’ of western
development, may be an insufficient account of the 1989 revolutions
(Kumar 1992, 1995b). But it is undeniably a central theme. One con-
sequence, as both Fukuyama and Habermas in their different ways
suggest, is a rehabilitation of the grand narratives of modernity. The
1989 revolutions are modernizing revolutions. They strengthen the
modern principle in the world by bringing in, or bringing back, a whole
series of societies that had strayed from the modernizing path. They give
a renewed vitality to the classic ideas and institutions of modernity.6

Reason has been refurbished, capitalism, constitutionalism and democ-
racy given fresh lustre. There has even been the revival, from the early
days of civic republicanism, of such concepts as citizenship and civil
society. Moreover all this has been happening not just in the former
communist societies of eastern Europe, but in a gathering revolution of
democratization and modernization throughout the world (see, for
example, Rustow 1990; Pye 1990).

These developments have not escaped the notice of the critics of 
post-modernity. For them they are a triumphant vindication of both
modernity and modernizing theory. Far from modernity giving way to
post-modernity, the principle of modernity is now stronger and more
unchallenged than ever before. It expresses the goal of practically every
society in the world today. We are seeing not the death of grand narra-
tives but the rebirth of the narratives of modernity on a grand scale. As
Jeffrey Alexander puts it:

Because the recent revivals of market and democracy have occurred on a
world-wide scale, and because they are categorically abstract and gener-
alizing ideas, universalism has once again become a viable source for
social theory. Notions of commonality and institutional convergence have
re-emerged, and with them the possibilities for intellectuals to provide
meaning in a utopian way. It seems, in fact, that we are witnessing the
birth of a fourth postwar version of mythopeic social thought. ‘Neo-
modernism’ . . . will serve as a rough-and-ready characterization of this
phase of postmodernization theory until a term appears that represents
the new spirit of the times in a more imaginative way. (Alexander 1994:
184–5; cf. Tiryakian 1991)

At the same time Alexander warns against any simple and uncritical
revival of modernization theory. Modernity cannot and should not be
identified merely with its western forms, whether as means or ends. They
are not necessarily the best, and certainly not the final, expressions of

216 MILLENNIAL THEMES: ENDINGS AND BEGINNINGS

FPI7  8/17/2004  3:38 PM  Page 216



modernity. Modernization, as the example of Japan best shows, is now
a global process which will finds its own forms, suitable to the time and
place in which it is promoted – just as world religions such as Chris-
tianity and Islam have adapted themselves to the particular culture and
circumstances of their local environments. ‘Neo-modernism’ will, to an
extent, take on some of the characteristics of post-modern theory. Its
universalism will be qualified by a relativism that acknowledges the par-
ticularities of time and place. Generally neo-modern theories ‘must be
pushed to maintain a decentered, self-conscious reflexivity about their
ideological dimensions even while they continue in their efforts to create
a new explanatory scientific theory . . . In this sense, “neo-” must incor-
porate the linguistic turn associated with “post-” modern theory, even
while it challenges its ideological and more broadly theoretical thrust’
(Alexander 1994: 192).

No thoughtful post-modernist should have any great quarrel with
that. It keeps the debate open, which is the main thing. In any case,
whether we call ourselves neo-modernists or post-modernists; whether
we think we live in post-modernity or, as Giddens and Beck would have
it, in ‘late’ or ‘radicalized’ modernity, the important thing is to recognize
the novelty of our times. As the twentieth century draws to a close we
have seen things happen that might have appeared miraculous as little
as twenty years ago (and indeed look miraculous even now). Changes in
southern and eastern Europe, in South Africa and South America, in
parts of southern Asia and the Pacific, have broken patterns of tyranny
that many had never thought to see go in their lifetime. The ‘balance of
terror’ held by the two nuclear superpowers has gone. These are the
happy, the hopeful things. With them have come more ominous changes.
A world dominated by two superpowers, with the enforced stalemate
this entailed, has given way to a world in which there is now only one.
This, apart from the dangerous monopoly of power that it confers, has
created new anxieties and insecurities. It has unleashed new or sup-
pressed demons of separatism and nationalism, new ethnic and racial
conflicts. Bloody civil wars have returned to areas, such as Central Asia
and the Balkans, from which they have long been absent. New inequal-
ities and new resentments have arisen among populations no longer pro-
tected by the paternalist state. The victory of market ideologies virtually
throughout the world carries the potential for intense social conflicts and
perhaps renewed authoritarian rule. To many observers, what has taken
the place of the old world is not a new harmonious system of liberal
states but a new ‘world disorder’ (cf. Jowitt 1992; Huntington 1993).

The theories we have been considering in this book have mostly
focused on western societies. But the west is more than ever before
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joined to the rest of the world. In large measure, for good or ill, it con-
trols a good deal of that world. It is fair to say that the varieties of post-
industrial theory that we have examined are fully aware of this. Whether
describing the world-wide grid of communication and information, or
the post-Fordist reorganization of the capitalist economy, or the waning
of some of the cardinal assumptions of modernity, they have drawn
attention both to the global character of these alleged developments and
to the centrality of the west in their direction and diffusion. To that
extent they provide a mirror by which we can consider some of the most
significant changes in the world today.

It has not been the main aim of this book to consider the validity of
these theories in detail. That would have taken a much longer book.
The intention rather has been to explore the theories, to give as clear
as possible an account and to raise critical questions concerning them.
But the issue of validity can never be left out entirely – not, that is,
unless one wants to engage in a rather pointless exercise.

I hope I have shown that these theories do speak to our current con-
dition. Like all theories they are one-sided and exaggerated. That is why
they are useful and stimulating. No doubt they leave out much that
needs to be considered. Arising as they do out of the recent experiences
of western societies, they may carry too much the marks of their origins
in particular cultures and even particular classes. The changes of the
present decade, and their still uncertain outcomes, may also throw a dif-
ferent light on these theories in the years to come. Nevertheless, what
seems to me remarkable is how much of the present state of the world
they manage to capture. We do live in a world saturated with informa-
tion and communication. The nature of work and industrial organiza-
tion is truly changing with unnerving speed. Modern societies have
indeed reached a point where, even if they have not given up on moder-
nity, many of its classic attitudes and assumptions have become seri-
ously questionable.

There is finally another aspect to these theories that is also highly
appealing. They are ambitious in their scope, sensitive to historical
change, and unwilling to be limited by the boundaries of academic dis-
ciplines. At a time when powerful professional and political forces are
encouraging the social sciences to become ever more narrowly techni-
cal, these are all features to be welcomed. Post-industrial theory seeks,
almost by definition, to break with the classic inheritance of nineteenth-
century sociology, at least so far as concerns the content of ideas. But
it continues the spirit of that tradition, and deserves our attention and
respect even if only for that.
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Notes

Chapter 1: Rethinking Modernity

1 See, for instance, Stearns 1998; Weber 1999. For a questioning of the mil-
lennial fever, see Gould 1998. Akbar Ahmed linked the West’s growing
concern about Islam to this millennial fervour, suggesting ‘a major, all but
inevitable, final show-down between Islam and the West’ (1996: 213). It
is hardly surprising that the events of 11 September 2001 brought about
a strong revival of apocalyptic thinking, especially in the United States
(Sack 2001).

2 The best way to understand 11 September is to read the reports and 
analyses in the New York Times in the year that followed the events. See
especially the anniversary issue, ‘A Nation Challenged: One Year Later’, 
11 September 2002. For some other helpful reflections, see Calhoun 
et al. 2002; Halliday 2002; Hersberg and Moore 2002; Rockmore et al.
2003.

3 For the ‘American empire’, and America as ‘the lonely superpower’, see
Anderson 2003a, 2003b; Bacevich 2003; Ferguson 2003; The Hedgehog
Review 2003; Huntington 1999, 2003; Ignatieff 2003b; Kagan 2002,
2004; Mann 2003; The National Interest 2003; Prestowitz 2003. As an
indication of the widespread recognition in the wake of 9/11 of America’s
imperial role in the world, it is reported that in the first six months of 2003
alone ‘the phrase “American empire” was mentioned nearly 1000 times in
news stories, while bookstores have been quickly filling their shelves with
freshly minted tomes on the subject’ (Daalder and Lindsay 2003). To speak
of ‘the American empire’ does not, as several commentators point out, nec-
essarily commit one to the view that America thinks or acts in the same
way as other imperial powers of the past, such as France or Britain. There
are as many differences (e.g., a tradition of American isolationism) as there
are similarities (e.g., global reach and power, global interests, a ‘mission-
ary’ belief). But the term does convey an important point about present-
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day America, at least as conceived by many of its statesmen and intellec-
tuals. For an illuminating comparison with the British Empire, see O’Brien
2003; and for an incisive placing of American foreign policy after 9/11 –
showing strong continuities with the past – see Leffler 2003.

It should be stressed that the view of America as ‘the lonely superpower’
is not just one held on what might be thought of as the right wing of the
political spectrum. Here is Fredric Jameson, something of an icon of the
left: ‘We have to understand . . . that the United States is not just one
country, or one culture, among others, any more than English is just one
language among others. There is a fundamental dissymmetry in the rela-
tionship between the United States and every other country in the world,
not only third-world countries, but even Japan and those of Western
Europe’ (1998: 58).

4 For the ‘clash of civilizations’, see now Huntington 1997; for a discussion,
see Holmes 1997, and the reviews by Pierre Hassner and Wang Gungwu
in The National Interest, 46 (1996/7): 63–73. In his book Huntington saw
the conflict between Islam and other – especially Christian – civilizations
as the most important ‘fault line’ of the emerging world order (1997:
209–18, 254–65). He has been reluctant to see 9/11 as a clear instance of
‘the clash of civilizations’. However, he did warn that, depending especially
on American reactions to 9/11, ‘it could move in that direction’. See the
interview with Huntington, New York Times, 20 October 2001: A11–13.
Edward Said (2001) and Tariq Modood (2001) have strongly protested
against seeing 9/11 as a civilizational war. Others have been far more
certain that 9/11 does signify that a war of civilizations – Islam versus the
West – is under way (see, e.g., Sullivan 2001).

5 The links between Saddam Hussein’s regime and Al-Qaeda, Osama Bin
Laden’s terrorist Islamist organization, have never been proved and,
indeed, are highly unlikely (there was considerable mutual antagonism).
However, they were frequently asserted in the run-up to the invasion of
Iraq and were undoubtedly believed by many Americans, then and since
(see the poll data in Gitlin 2003: 8). Similarly, the conflict between Jews
and Palestinians has not up until now had a primarily religious character,
but is increasingly, and to some extent retrospectively, being so interpreted.
According to Avishai Margalit, a leading Israeli philosopher and com-
mentator, ‘the intifada has changed the nature of the conflict. . . . We are
now seeing a fusion of nationalism and religion in both societies. . . . The
main fear I have is of a full-fledged religious conflict’ (quoted Sheehan
2003: 13). A similar infusion of religion is becoming apparent in post-
Saddam Iraq, where the Shiite majority is flexing its muscles and aspiring
to create an Iran-like Islamic state.

6 The significance of the latest wave of radical Islam – whether the expres-
sion of a recurrent pattern or of something novel, whether the sign of
decline or of a fundamental regeneration – is a hotly debated topic among
the experts. For some contributions, see Ahmed 2003; Ali 2002; Geertz
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2003; Kepel 2002; Lewis 2003; Tibi 1998. A valuable historical perspec-
tive is provided by Adas 1993 and Goddard 2001.

7 See, for example, Beck 2000; Harvey 2000: 66–7; Wallerstein 2001. For
some scenarios, ranging from the disquieting to the apocalyptic, involving
a future of robotics, genetic engineering and nanotechnology, see Joy 2000;
Rees 2003; and for some eye-popping suggestions of the way current infor-
mation technologies are transforming humanity and the very meaning of
life, see Doyle 2003. Social scientists are usually too cautious to think suf-
ficiently imaginatively about the future. For that we need our writers of
science fiction, or what Margaret Atwood prefers to call ‘speculative
fiction’ – fiction not about other universes or technologies not yet invented
but about ‘this planet’, the things we have or are already developing
(Gussow 2003). Her novel Oryx and Crake (2003) – a tale of biotech-
nology become deadly – is as impressive an example of this kind of fiction
as her previous novel The Handmaid’s Tale (1986). Another such writer
is William Gibson, whose novel Neuromancer (1984) invented ‘cyber-
space’, and whose Pattern Recognition (2003) further explores a sinister
‘hyperinformational’ world in which the marketing strategies of multina-
tional corporations are turning the world into a sterile, homogenized,
entity.

8 ‘Post-modernity’, as my discussion in chapter 6 indicates, has also been
discussed within the context of globalization, and has continued to be so
treated by those such as Fredric Jameson (1998) and David Harvey (2000),
who see post-modernism as ‘the cultural logic’ of late, global, capitalism.
See also Anderson 1998: 118–24; Best and Kellner 2001; Dear 2000;
Eagleton 1996; Kellner 2002: 300. On the whole, recent discussions of
post-modernity have tended to inhabit, to a greater degree than before, the
spheres of ethics, aesthetics, literary criticism, philosophy and religion,
rather than sociology or other social science disciplines: see, e.g., Bertens
1995; Connor 1997; Jervis 1998: 310–41; Ryle and Soper 2002; Wilter-
dink 2002: 194. Even Zygmunt Bauman, one of the few sociologists who
was prepared to pin his colours to the post-modernist mast, has tended to
pursue his preoccupations within the context of a re-examined modernity
and its trials (e.g., Bauman 2000, 2003; but see also Bauman 1997 and
the discussion of Bauman in Lyon 2000 and Smith 1999). Of all the social
sciences, it is geography, under the influence of Edward Soja particularly,
and lit up with flashes of Foucault, Baudrillard and Bauman, that has
appeared to have become intoxicatingly post-modern – see, for example,
Clarke 2003; Dear 2000; Soja 1989, 1996; Watson and Gibson 1995.

9 See, for example, Amin 1994b; Cortada 2002; Ducatel et al. 2000;
Dunford 1995; Lash 2002; Lyon 2003; Mattelart 2003; May 2002, 2003;
Painter 2002; Robins and Webster 1999; Scase 2003; Storper 1997;
Webster 2001, 2002.

10 ‘Offshore outsourcing’ – the contracting out of production and especially
service work overseas, made possible by developments in information 
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technology – has become a major issue in the advanced societies. Highly 
paid software engineers and computer programmers in these societies are
being replaced by equally skilled but much cheaper workers overseas. 
An Indian computer programmer making $20,000 a year or less can
replace an American programmer making $80,000 a year or more. It 
has been estimated that 3.3 million service jobs in America will move off-
shore by 2015. But some economists also predict that – following past 
patterns – as the more routine jobs move out of the advanced economies,
the gains in productivity will stimulate the growth of the economy and
create more jobs. See Porter 2004; and, for a general discussion of
employment and occupational trends in the recent period, Castells 2000a:
216–302.

11 A typical statement in this vein comes from Louis Rossetto, founder of the
magazine Wired which throughout the 1990s was the influential showcase
of the ‘techno-libertarians’ (Mattelart 2003: 138–9). The magazine, Ros-
setto promised in his manifesto, would foment ‘a revolution without vio-
lence that embraces a new, nonpolitical way to improve the future based
on economics beyond macro control, consensus beyond the ballot box,
civics beyond government, and communities beyond the confines of time
and geography’ (quoted in Wolf 2003: 19). It was somehow typical of the
whole movement that the magazine would end up being absorbed (in
1998) by a media conglomerate, Condé Nast, which found more conser-
vative uses for it.

Al Gore, Bill Clinton’s Vice-president in the 1990s and himself a US
presidential candidate in 2000, was for a while at least caught up in the
enthusiasm of the techno-libertarians: ‘The Global Information Infrastru-
cture,’ he declared in 1994, ‘offers instant communication to the great
human family. . . . I see a new Athenian Age of Democracy forged in the
fora the GII will create’ (quoted in Mattelart 2003: 118).

12 ‘Globalization,’ says Fredric Jameson, ‘is the modern or postmodern
version of the proverbial elephant, described by its blind observers in so
many diverse ways. Yet one can still posit the existence of the elephant in
the absence of a single persuasive and dominant theory; nor are blinded
questions the most unsatisfactory way to explore this kind of relational
and multileveled phenomenon’ (Jameson and Miyoshi 1998: xi).

13 See Robertson 1992: 173–4, 1994; and see also Appadurai 1996: 178–99;
Barber 1996; Bauman 1998: 70; Berger 2002; Jenson 1995; Ritzer 2004b:
71–96; Spybey 1996: 112–16; Swyngedouw 1997. ‘Glocalization’ is a
Japanese coinage, and it originally had a relatively narrow business con-
notation. It arose in the sphere of ‘micro-marketing’, and referred to ‘the
tailoring and advertising of goods and services on a global or near-global
basis to increasingly differentiated local and particular markets’ (Robert-
son 1994: 36). But it rapidly moved out of the business realm to refer more
widely to the ‘global-local nexus’ in many other spheres, for instance the
‘new tribalism’ (the revival of ethnic and national movements) within the
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context of globalization. See James 2003. The 1960s slogan ‘think glob-
ally, act locally’ admirably captures the logic of ‘glocalization’.

14 See Burbach 2001; Castells 2004: 71–191; Harvey 2000: 71; Kellner 2002:
295–9; Mattelart 2003: 131–2; Sklair 2002: 272–98; Waterman 2001. The
use of the Internet for propaganda purposes by the Mexican neo-Zapatista
movement under its charismatic leader Sub-Commandante Marcos was so
successful that US military advisers turned it into a textbook case and made
it the basis of their strategy against ‘cyber-terrorists’ (Mattelart 2003: 131).

15 ‘International trade and capital flows, both between the rapidly industri-
alizing economies themselves and between these and their various colonial
territories, were more important relative to GDP levels before the First
World War than they probably are today.’ A historical view similarly puts
into perspective claims about global migration today: ‘The greatest era for
recorded voluntary mass migration was the century after 1815’ – Europe,
with over 60 million migrants, being the single most important source
(Hirst and Thompson 1996: 23, 31).

16 For similar views critical of the globalization thesis, see Caroll and
Fennema 2002; Mann 1997; O’Rourke and Williamson 1999; Wade 1996;
Weiss 1998. Hirst and Thompson rightly urge us to distinguish between
an increasingly ‘inter-national economy’ – ‘the increasing integration of
more and more nations and economic actors into world market relation-
ships’, creating an ‘international division of labour’, but still a system
where the principal entities remain national economies and multinational
corporations – and a truly ‘globalized economy’, one in which ‘distinct
national economies are subsumed and rearticulated into the [global]
system by international processes and transactions’, and in which national
governments substantially lose the power to regulate the economy, and
multinational corporations are increasingly replaced by transnational cor-
porations as the major players in the world economy (1996: 8–13; cf. Ther-
born 2000; Sklair 2002: 35). The argument of their book is that while
there has been increasing internationalization – with ups and downs – since
1870, this has not led to globalization as held by most globalization theo-
rists. For the debate between ‘hyperglobalists’ (e.g., Albrow 1996, Ohmae
1996) and the ‘sceptics’, such as the above, see Held et al. 1999: 2–14;
and for good general discussions see Axford 2000; Current Sociology
2003; Friedman 1999; Giddens 2002; Hutton and Giddens 2002; Inter-
national Sociology 2000, 2003; Kellner 2002; Schaeffer 2002; Scholte
2000; Stiglitz 2002; Waters 2001. There is a useful review of a clutch of
recent books by Martell 2002; two comprehensive Readers are Lechner
and Boli 2003, and Held and McGrew 2003.

17 See, for example, Appadurai 1996: 27–47; Berger 1997; Berger and Hunt-
ington 2002; Friedman 1990, 1994; Hannerz 1990, 1996; Howes 1996;
Jameson and Miyoshi 1998; Kellner 2002; Luke and Luke 2000; Ned-
erveen Pieterse 2004; Waters 2002; Werbner and Modood 1997; Wilk
1995. The general arguments of Barber (1996) – ‘Jihad vs. McWorld’ –
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and Huntington (1997) – ‘clash of civilizations’ – also work against the
idea of a single uniform word culture, whether or not having a Western
provenance.

The idea that a Western commodity like Coca-Cola might symbolize
Western global dominance, and bring about a revolutionary transforma-
tion in traditional society, was amusingly portrayed in the South African
film The Gods Must Be Crazy (1980). For a good discussion of how Coca-
Cola (and by extension other ‘global commodities’) is in fact locally used
and interpreted, see Miller 2002. Similar studies have illustrated the
‘nativization’ of McDonald’s – see, e.g., Watson 1998. A more complicated
example is provided by Protestant Evangelicalism, especially in its Pente-
costal version. While undoubtedly Western in origin, principally in the
United States, it has had remarkable success – far more so than Islam – in
spreading beyond its historic bases to the rest of the world: Latin America,
Africa, Central and East Asia. Moreover, in these new areas it is thoroughly
‘indigenized’ and exists independently of foreign missionaries and outside
financial support. Nevertheless as the carrier of ‘the Protestant ethic’ it
could be said to be spreading Western values – perhaps more successfully
than Coca-Cola or McDonald’s. See Berger and Huntington 2002; Martin
2002; Yates 2002; The Hedgehog Review 2002.

18 For a brief summary of findings, see Stearns 2001: 132–5; see also Berger
1997: 27–8; Berger and Huntington 2002; Cowen 2002; Kuisel 2000; Pells
1997. Fredric Jameson, speaking of ‘the unchallenged primacy of the
United States today and thus the “American way of life” and American
mass media culture’, comments: ‘Since the discrediting of socialism by the
collapse of Russian communism, only religious fundamentalism has
seemed to offer an alternative way of life – let us not, heaven help us, call
it a lifestyle – to American consumerism’ (1998: 64); and cf. Sklair on the
global ‘culture-ideology of consumerism’, symbolized by America but fed
now by global capitalism in all its incarnations (2002: 164–71). Will
Hutton’s spirited call for Europe to resist American ways and means is an
indirect tribute to the penetration of precisely those ways and means – see,
for example, his chapter on Britain (2002: 208–36).

19 Peter Berger (1997: 26–7) gives another example of the globalization of
basically Western cultural patterns through what he calls the agency of the
‘faculty club culture’ – the culture carried by foundations, academic 
networks, non-governmental organizations and some governmental and
international organizations. ‘If this culture internationalizes the Western
intelligentsia, it also internationalizes the conflicts in which this intelli-
gentsia has been engaged on its home territories.’ He gives as an example
the anti-smoking movement which, ‘clearly a product of Western intellec-
tuals, was disseminated worldwide by an alliance of governmental and
non-governmental organizations’, with the World Health Organization
playing a leading role. Countries with ‘horrendous health problems’ came
to reorder their priorities in order to give prominence to anti-smoking
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campaigns. Berger sees this as an (ironic) example of Marxist dependency
theory, ‘with an indigenous “comprador class” carrying out the agendas
devised in the cultural centers of the “metropolis” ’.

20 Cf. Jameson: ‘What seems clear is that the state of things the word glob-
alization attempts to designate will be with us for a long time to come;
that the intervention of a practical relationship to it will be at one with
the invention of a new culture and a new politics alike; and that its theo-
rization necessarily uniting the social and the cultural sciences, as well as
theory and practice, the local and the global, the West and its Others, but
also postmodernity and its predecessors and alternatives, will constitute
the horizon of all theory in the years ahead’ (Jameson and Miyoshi 1998:
xvi).

21 It is noteworthy that even those who were originally prominent in the
debates about Fordism and post-Fordism – such as Ash Amin – in their
later work do not seem to feel the need to use these concepts, even though
their analyses continue to accept the basic terms of the debate: see, e.g.,
Amin 2003; Amin and Thrift 2002.

22 Bernard Yack rightly points out (1987: 257) that Blumenberg does not
claim that Enlightenment reason is the best means of dealing with reality,
only that it was necessary in the circumstances of the time, in which Chris-
tian theology had left a void that could only be filled by ‘theoretical self-
assertion’. The ‘legitimacy’ of the modern age is thus not the same as its
‘desirability’, though Blumenberg does offer a spirited defence of the
achievement of Enlightenment modernity in the context of its times; nor
does he really propose alternative modes of understanding. For more on
this see also Jay 1985.

23 Cf. Eisenstadt: ‘One of the most important implications of the term “mul-
tiple modernities” is that modernity and Westernization are not identical;
Western patterns of modernity are not the only “authentic” modernities’
(2002a: 2–3); see also Dirlik 2003; International Sociology 2001; and, for
the concept of ‘entangled modernities’, stressing global interconnections in
the evolution of many modernities, see Therborn 2003.

24 There has also always been a school of thought that contends that the
origins of Western modernity – and so of modernity in general – are to be
found substantially in the medieval period: in the contractual nature of
European feudalism, in medieval parliamentarism, in the ‘urban revolu-
tion’ of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, in the civic republicanism of
the fourteenth- and fifteenth-century Italian city-states, in philosophical
nominalism, in the rise of universities as self-governing corporations, etc.
See, for example, Colish 1997; Reynolds 1997; Strayer 1970; and for a
brief discussion, Wittrock 2001: 23–7; 2002: 39–40. There is no room here
to take up this stimulating theme; for reasons that I give in chapter 5 of
this book, I still continue to regard the seventeenth and eighteenth cen-
turies as something of a distinct watershed – as do, for instance, among
more recent writers, Arnason 2002: 62; Wittrock 2002: 38.
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25 Gavin Menzies (2003) claims that the Chinese reached not just America
but, circumnavigating the globe, also Australia, thus anticipating not just
Columbus but Vasco da Gama and James Cook. These claims have natu-
rally generated much controversy and have been challenged by several
scholars; see, for example, Hitt 2003. It has long been known that Chinese
fleets of the time often sailed as far afield as the east coast of Africa, if not
to America or Australia. The seven major sea expeditions of Zheng He
(‘Cheng Ho’ in earlier works), also known as San Bao, became legendary
in the West as the voyages of Sinbad the Sailor.

26 It is noteworthy that Joseph Needham, who did more than any other
scholar to establish China’s early superiority over the West in scientific
accomplishments, nevertheless says: ‘The fact is that the spontaneous
autochthonous development of Chinese society did not produce any drastic
change paralleling the Renaissance and the scientific revolution in the West’
(in Dussel 1998: 7; see also Goody 1996: 234–5).

27 Jack Goody, concerned to emphasize similarities between East and West –
and indeed East Asian superiority – in the earlier periods, nevertheless con-
cedes: ‘There remains of course a problem in explaining the pre-eminence
of the West during the period between the Renaissance and the present
day. Spectacular advances were made that ushered in the modern period.
The result has been that European systems of industrial production, of
intellectual activity (schools and universities), of health care, of bureau-
cratic government and to a significant extent of “cultural” achievement,
have established themselves, not without modification, throughout the
world’ (Goody 1996: 7). See also, on ‘the European miracle’, Baechler,
Hall and Mann 1988; Jones 2003.

28 On the contradictions and ‘counter-cultures’ of modernity as refracted
specifically through the black experience in Western societies, see Gilroy
1993, 2001. The black experience, says Gilroy, throws into disarray the
categories ‘pre-modern’, ‘modern’, and ‘post-modern’, since it simultane-
ously partakes of all three (as well as expressing at times a defiant 
anti-modernity).

29 Something similar is suggested in Wittrock’s idea of ‘the promissory notes’
of Western modernity – ‘notions of self-reflexivity, agency and historical
consciousness’ – that have now become generalized as features of all
modernities, Western as well as non-Western (2002: 49). These create a
series of ‘hopes and expectations’, a set of demands, that supply a per-
manent quality of variability and instability to all instances of modernity,
whatever their origins and however much they may differ in other respects.
This is the now ‘common global condition of modernity’ (2002: 55; cf.
Arnason 2002: 66).

30 This seems to be what Huntington means when he argues that ‘modern-
ization . . . does not necessarily mean Westernization’ (1997: 78), since he
separates Western civilizational values from such characteristic features 
of industrialization as urbanization, technological innovation, economic
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growth, increasing literacy, etc. (1997: 68). In other words, he equates
modernization with industrialization. Huntington accordingly warns
against attempts to incorporate Western values into non-Western forms of
‘modernization’, pointing to the failures of such ‘torn societies’ as Russia
and Turkey that attempted such a hybridization. ‘If non-Western societies
are to modernize, they must do it their own way not the Western way 
and, emulating Japan, must build upon and employ their own traditions,
institutions, and values’ (1997: 154). On Chinese industrialization, the
‘Chinese way’, see Meisner 1996; Sklair 2002: 244–71.

Examples of modernization – in the usual sense – without industrial-
ization are rarer, though Heideking (2002) interestingly points out that
that was substantially the case with America, whose cultural and politi-
cal modernization – essentially an accomplishment of the American 
Revolution – took place before the Civil War, that is, before the main devel-
opments of urbanization and industrialization. Nevertheless, since indus-
trialization on a massive scale did subsequently take place, it might still be
possible to argue that while you can have industrialization without mod-
ernization, it is less common to have modernization without industrial-
ization. To modernize is to industrialize; to industrialize is not necessarily
to modernize (see further Kumar 1988c).

31 I am sympathetic to the view advanced by Jack Goody that the West’s
recent superiority is merely a temporary affair, reflecting the swings of the
pendulum that can be seen in the long history of late Bronze Age societies
that share a common heritage – cities, the written word, advanced agri-
culture and crafts, new forms of knowledge (astronomy, mathematics,
etc.). ‘The major societies of Eurasia were fired in the same crucible 
and . . . their differences must be seen as diverging from a common base’
(1996: 226). This certainly leaves open the possibility that East Eurasia,
as in the Middle Ages, might again take over the primacy from the West.
The difficulty with this is that the global system currently emerging has
undoubtedly been driven by Western forces and based on Western models.
To participate in it means adopting certain key features of Western moder-
nity (not to participate is to condemn oneself to isolation and backward-
ness). Eastern societies, such as Japan or China, might indeed in the future
surpass the West, but they are likely to carry many of the hallmarks of
Western modernity.

32 Cf. the fourth of Jameson’s four ‘maxims of modernity’: ‘No “theory” of
modernity makes sense today unless it is able to come to terms with the
hypothesis of a postmodern break with the modern’ (2002: 94).

33 The significance of this is increased when one considers cases of ‘mod-
ernism without modernization’, as in Latin America, where the term 
‘modernismo’ seems to have originated (Jameson 2002: 100; Ortiz 2002:
254; Smith 1994). Modernity may not be after all an indivisible package
(cf. Hall 2001: 495). Cultural modernity, arising in a ‘backward’ society,
is here severed from its social, economic and political forms. For the 
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tendency of contemporary intellectuals, especially those calling themselves
postmodernists, to ‘essentialize’ or ‘fetishize’ modernity, ‘to treat the
human condition in recent centuries as a coherent and integrated whole’,
see Yack 1997: 1–16; see also Wilterdink 2002: 199. This tendency, as
both Yack and Wilterdink point out, reflects another common feature of
postmodernist discourse, the elaboration of a new grand narrative in the
very rejection of the ‘grand narratives’ of rationality and progress held to
be central to modernist beliefs; cf. Jameson 2002: 5–6.

Chapter 2: The Revival of Post-Industrial Theory

1 Cf. Paul Blumberg: ‘Much to the dismay of the post-industrialists, the clock
of history seems to be turning counterclockwise’ (1980: 217).

2 It is remarkable how frequently, when once you have expounded the post-
modernist idea to them, people see postmodernism all about them, with a
more or less excited sense of illumination (or of disenchantment).

3 It is true that such theories of a ‘new (phase of) society’ are a recurrent
feature of modern societies. The first wave came in the 1890s and 1900s,
and was associated largely with imperialism and the rise of oligopolies –
but also with the cultural movement of ‘modernism’. There was a second
wave in the 1930s, associated mainly with theories of ‘organized capital-
ism’, but also with ‘the mass society’, ‘the leisure society’, etc.

The third wave, of the 1970s and 1980s, is not necessarily any more
privileged in its grasp on the present and the future. But it occurs within
an objective system – the global economy of capitalism – whose current
functioning is creating greater upheavals and more widespread distur-
bances than at any previous time in its history. This at least gives 
the present crop of theories a special significance, and a certain initial 
plausibility.

4 The best-known statement is by Francis Fukuyama (1992). Fukuyama is
clear that by ‘the end of history’ he means the end of ideological compe-
tition in the would – a fact symbolized for him by the collapse of com-
munism in eastern Europe between 1989 and 1991. But there have also
been other, more metaphysical, declarations of the end of history. For a
discussion, see Kumar (1993). Certainly, the events in eastern Europe have
given added impetus to ‘the sense of an ending’ – though not, it seems, to
the sense of a new beginning. See further chapter 7, below.

Chapter 3: The Information Society

1 For the history of the computer, and generally of information technology,
see Braun and MacDonald 1978; Forester 1980: 3–62; 1985, 1987; Jones
1980: 9–52; King 1982; Ide 1982; Metcalfe 1986; Saxby 1990.
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2 It appears that the idea of the information society was first systematically
developed by Japanese scholars in the late 1960s. See the report of the
Tokyo symposium of 1968 in Yujiro (1970). See also Morris-Suzuki (1988:
7). Japanese thinkers have remained among the most active proponents of
the idea – see, for example, Masuda 1981; Kishida 1994.

3 In his later writing, Fritz Machlup questions Porat’s distinction of a
primary and secondary information sector, and argues for ‘the knowledge
industries’ as an inseparable ‘admixture’ of the two. But he agrees with
Porat’s overall reckoning of the total information economy of the US as
46 per cent of GNP in 1967, as compared with his own calculation of 29
per cent in 1958. This ‘seems well in line with the relative growth rates
which I calculated for the production of knowledge and of other goods
and services’ (Machlup 1980: 237, n. 4; and generally, 232–40).

4 But cf. Soete 1987: 190, who offers a figure for the UK of 41 per cent for
1981. For Japan, using Porat’s classification, Morris-Suzuki gives a figure
of 33 per cent for 1982 (1988: 128). Findings for OECD countries gener-
ally suggest that an average of 35 per cent of workers are engaged in
information activities (Arriaga 1985: 280). There is not much one can do
with these discrepancies except note them, and agree that whether one
takes the lower figure (roughly 40 per cent) or the higher (roughly 60 per
cent) it amounts to a very large number of information workers.

5 For other Japanese visions of computopia, see Morris-Suzuki 1988: 6–24.
The utopianizing of the Information Society is rampant in the Literature
– see, in addition to those mentioned here, Martin 1978; Simon 1980;
Garrett and Wright 1980; Williams 1982; Forester 1985; Sussman 1989;
Rheingold 1994. For the more euphoric claims of politicians and infor-
mation technology merchants, see Robins and Webster 1988: 7–24; see
also Raulet 1991. The father of this strand of ‘technetronic’ utopianism is
Marshall McLuhan. Electric technology was for him the means whereby
the primal organic wholeness of humanity would be restored. See espe-
cially McLuhan 1967.

6 This conclusion finds strong support in the extensive literature: see, for
example, for the UK, Gill 1985: 37–60; for the US, Blumberg 1980: 37–45;
Murolo 1987; for Japan, Morris-Suzuki 1988: 116–24. Production
workers in the high-tech computer industry may derive some glamour from
their association with the new technology, but the reality of their working
lives often echoes that of the earlier factory system. As Everett Rogers and
Judith Larsen put it for the US:

Silicon Valley means low-wage, dead-end jobs, unskilled, tedious work, and
exposure to some of the most dangerous occupational health hazards in all
of American industry. (Quoted in Roszak 1988: 42)

7 This is perhaps too one-sided a view. The question of how much; and how
many, jobs are being de-skilled remains a hotly contested one. For a more
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cautious view, see Bryn Jones 1982; Gill 1985: 63–87; Lane 1988; 
Appelbaum and Albin 1989; Kuhn 1989. For an upbeat assessment, con-
cluding that the general trend is towards rising levels of skill in both office
and factory, see Block 1990: 85–112. See also Morris-Suzuki 1988:
107–24, who distinguishes between re-skilling in the factory and de-
skilling in the office.

Many of these writers suggest that gender is the key factor: jobs held
largely by males are less likely to be de-skilled than jobs held largely by
females. See, for example, Murolo 1987; and for a general discussion of
‘IT and Women’, see Webster and Robins 1986: 155–81. The whole ques-
tion of what is or is not a ‘skilled’ job is in any case, Jane Jensen (1989)
argues, gender-related.

In an interesting contribution, Shoshana Zuboff suggests that informa-
tion technology can de-skill or re-skill depending on how it is viewed, espe-
cially by management. IT, she argues, ‘informates’ as well as ‘automates’.
In the former case, but not the latter, IT ‘produces a voice that symboli-
cally renders events, objects and processes so that they become visible,
knowable and shareable in a new way’. This is the difference between IT
and the older machine technology.

As long as the technology is treated narrowly in its automating function, it
perpetuates the logic of the industrial machine that, over the course of this
century, has made it possible to rationalize work while decreasing the depen-
dence on human skills. However, when the technology also informates the
processes to which it is applied, it increases the explicit information content
of tasks and sets into motion a series of dynamics that will ultimately recon-
figure the nature of work and the social relationships that organize produc-
tive activity. (Zuboff 1988: 10)

See also Baran (1988), who also argues that ‘social choice’ is the key to
whether information technology re-skills or de-skills and degrades work.

It is obvious that the differential rate of application of information tech-
nology in different industries (and different societies) makes it very diffi-
cult to make general statements about de-skilling/re-skilling at the moment.
The argument as presented in the text relates more to a pressure which is
consistent with managerial objectives of greater productivity, efficiency and
control – that is, precisely, to a certain kind of ‘social choice’. One might
expect this to lead, as in the past, to a greater fragmentation and stan-
dardization of work. As Paul Thompson says: ‘Deskilling remains the
major tendential presence, within the development of the capitalist labour
process’ (1989: 118, and, generally, 89–121, 214–18; see also Child 1988).

Finally, in considering the relation between Taylorism and the com-
puterization of work, it is relevant to note Norbert Wiener’s explicit ref-
erence to the importance of F. W. Taylor’s ideas to him in the development
of ‘computing machines’:
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The notion of programming in the factory had already become familiar
through the work of Taylor and the Gilbreths on time study, and was 
ready to be transferred to the machine. This offered considerable difficulty
of detail, but no great difficulty of principle. I was thus convinced as far 
back as 1940 that the automatic factory was on the horizon . . . The 
consequent development of automatization . . . has convinced me that I 
was right in my judgement and that this development would be one of 
the great factors in conditioning the social and technical life of the age 
to come, the keynote of the second industrial revolution. (Wiener 1968: 
131)

8 For the US, see Rothschild 1981: 12–13; 1988: 46; Walker 1985: 45;
Castells 1989: 186–8; Soja 1989: 186–7; Sayer and Walker 1992. 
Alain Lipietz speaks of the American economy as undergoing ‘third-
worldization’: ‘A huge number of “collective servants”, such as parking-
lot attendants, golf-course caddies or fast-food employees, throw into
sharp relief the image of the US as the “Brazil of the 1980s” ’ (1989: 40–1).
For a similar picture of the nature of employment growth in Britain in the
1970s and 1980s, see Leadbeater and Lloyd 1987: 31; Pollert 1988a: 288;
Walby 1989; Lovering 1990: 12.

9 There is a fundamental ambiguity in the use of the concept of information
among information society theorists. They are very fond of quoting 
some well-known lines from T. S. Eliot’s choruses from The Rock
(1934):

Where is the wisdom we have lost in knowledge?
Where is the knowledge we have lost in information?

(See, for example, Bell 1980a: 500; Machlup 1980: 58)

What is striking though is how incurious they are in following up 
the implications of these lines. They seem to be quoted merely to show 
a certain sophisticated knowingness. Machlup discusses the distinction
between ‘information’ and ‘knowledge’ only to hold that ‘all information,
in the sense of contents conveyed, is knowledge’ (although he accepts 
that ‘not all knowledge may properly be called information’) (Machlup
1980: 58). Bell uses ‘information’ and ‘knowledge’ more or less 
synonymously and interchangeably, though he argues that he is not 
giving an ‘absolute’ definition of knowledge, only an ‘instrumental’ 
definition.

namely, what kinds of knowledge could be measured, stored readily, 
retrieved and used within an instrument that could be designed for that
purpose. I do believe . . . that judgemental knowledge and evaluative knowl-
edge cannot be ordered in the form that some computer scientists believe.
(See the exchange between Bell and Joseph Weizenbaum in Forester 1980:
550–74)
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It does seem to be the case that most theorists of the information society
assume that the sheer increase in the volume and availability of informa-
tion is by itself transforming society. They go on at length about the
increase in computer power, the extraordinary capacity of fibre optic cable,
the growth in the number of VCRs and computers per household, etc. They
seem far less concerned about the purposes to which all this information
technology is put. For a good discussion of this question, see Roszak 1988,
passim.

Mark Poster, in a related criticism of Bell and the information 
theorists, notes their tendency to treat information either as an economic
commodity, on a par with other commodities, or as uniform ‘bits’ of 
information, as with cyberneticians. Most serious is their ‘repression 
of language’, their incuriosity about language itself, the very stuff of 
information.

Even though they give priority to phenomena like knowledge, information,
and communication they do not treat these phenomena as linguistic 
issues and they give no heed to the linguistic quality of their own 
discourses.

They thereby do not see what is, or might be, truly new about a society
characterized by a ‘mode of information’, in which the main feature is ‘the
transformations of language’ (Poster 1990: 26, 29).

Chapter 4: Fordism and Post-Fordism

1 For the ‘Third Italy’ generally, see in addition to the sources cited in the
text Becattini 1978; Sabel 1984: 220–31; Brusco 1986; Goodman et al.
1989; Pyke et al. 1990.

2 For the general critique, see Regalia et al. 1978: 103; Sassoon 1986: 74–75;
Murray 1987, 1988; Sayer 1989; Amin 1991. For comments on this, see
Berger and Piore 1980: 28–33; Sabel 1984: 158–67; 1989.

3 ‘The attempt made by Ford, with the aid of a body of inspectors, to inter-
vene in the private lives of his employees and to control how they spent
their wages and how they lived is an indication of these tendencies’
(Gramsci 1971: 304).

4 As a further example, cf. Robin Murray: ‘In spite of the fact that basic
needs are still unmet, the high street does offer a new variety and creativ-
ity in consumption which the left’s puritan tradition should also address’
(1989a: 44).

5 The language of inter-left strife can be very colourful. ‘New Times is a
fraud, a counterfeit, a humbug.’ It palms off Thatcherite values as 
socialist, shores up the Thatcherite market with the pretended politics of
choice, fits out the Thatcherite individual with progressive consumerism,
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makes consumption itself the stuff of politics’ (Sivanandam 1990: 1). 
‘The core worker produces designer goods for the core New-Timer citizen’
(Pollert 1991b: 30). ‘The post-Fordist utopia, which combines the 
apparently antithetical vision of self-realization through insatiable con-
sumption, and self-realization through creative labour, may make sense to
contemporary academics . . . but this kind of Yuppy vision can hardly 
be expected to have a wider appeal’ (Clarke 1990b: 149). New Times’s
post-Fordism ‘is little more than pop sociology . . . Marxism Today’s analy-
sis comes close to celebrating Thatcherism’ (Hirst and Zeitlin 1991:
11–12).

6 For the approach of the Regulation School, see Aglietta 1979, 1982;
Lipietz 1982, 1987, 1989, 1992; Boyer 1990. It was this group of writers
that was mainly responsible for popularizing the concept of Fordism in the
1980s. A thorough review and criticism of this School is Brenner and Glick
1991; see also Amsden 1990; Hirst and Zeitlin 1991: 17–22. For a paral-
lel American approach, which focuses on the ‘social structure of accumu-
lation’, and contains a broadly similar analysis of the current crisis to the
French Regulationists, see Gordon 1988. Harvey also broadly accepts 
the Regulationist framework: 1989: 121–4; see also Castells 1989: 21–8.
Piore and Sabel employ certain parts of the Regulationists’ analysis, 
for instance the idea of a ‘regulation crisis’ in America in the 1890s and
1930s (1984: 5). At the same time they appear to endorse something 
like the strategy of ‘world Fordism’ (1984: 279). On ‘neo-Fordism’ see 
also Wood, 1989b: 20–8. Wood comments (p. 27) that ‘neo-Fordism 
need not be seen as a transitional state or a pathological response to an
assumed crisis of Fordism’, but rather ‘a major aspect of the strategies of
some core firms in the economy’. Harvey also notes that neo-Fordist strate-
gies of ‘flexible accumulation’ do not imply that capitalism is becoming
more ‘disorganized’: rather it is ‘becoming ever more highly organized
through dispersal, geographical mobility, and flexible responses in labour
markets, labour processes, and consumer markets . . .’ (1989: 159; see also
179ff).

7 For a brief account of Henry Ford’s thought and achievement, see Beynon
1973: ch. 1; Sabel 1984: 32–4; Harvey 1989: 125–40. And cf. Harvey’s
comment:

Fordist modernity is far from homogeneous. There is much here that is 
about relative fixity and performance – fixed capital in mass production,
stable, standardized, and homogeneous markets, a fixed configuration of
political-economic influence and power, easily identifiable authority and
meta-theories, secure grounding in materiality and technical-scientific 
rationality, and the like. But all of this is ranged around a social and 
economic project of Becoming, of growth and transformation of social 
relations, of auratic art and originality, of renewal and avant-gardism. 
(1989: 339)
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Sabel makes clear his equation of Fordism and Taylorism: ‘Taylorism
presupposes Fordism and Fordism implies Taylorism’ (1984: 236, n. 5).
Other accounts deny the link: see Williams et al. 1992. On the general fea-
tures of the ‘new man’ of Fordism, see Gramsci 1971; see also Clarke
1990b. Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World (1932), whose inhabitants
worship ‘our Ford’, is essentially a satire on Fordism.

8 Charles Sabel has interpreted this development optimistically: the branch
plants of the big firms, like independent small firms, will nurture the
growth of industrial districts:

The activities of the giant corporations would more closely resemble and
actually blend into the activity of the industrial districts. An engine plant
which participates in the design of the engine and depends on highly spe-
cialised local suppliers to produce it is both part of a multinational car firm
and an independent industrial district. (1989: 40)

As Amin and Robins comment, ‘Sabel offers no explanation of why the
new type of branch plant or division should establish its linkages in the
area of location’ (1990: 202).

In a wide-ranging discussion and critique, Hirst and Zeitlin have
defended Sabel and, like him, argued that despite initial appearances the
theory of flexible specialization does not privilege small firms on the ‘Third
Italy’ model. It is equally compatible with restructuring in large firms.
There is, as it were, a ‘convergence’ of two strategies: a ‘building up’ of
small firms to form and cement industrial districts, and a ‘building down’
of large firms to create ‘semi-autonomous sub-units that may cooperate
one with another or with other firms in an industrial district’ (1991: 45).
More radically, they are concerned to separate flexible specialization, as a
new and hopeful ‘technological paradigm’, from the more general theory
of post-Fordism associated with the New Times theorists, Lash and Urry,
and the Regulation school. For Hirst and Zeitlin the evidence for post-
Fordism is scanty at best, and the theory in any case conceptually flawed.
Flexible specialization on the other hand is empirically based and more
theoretically sophisticated (1991: 2–22, 24–8).

While this more cautious and limited approach may be more realistic,
it is also less interesting and less stimulating. Whatever the weaknesses of
post-Fordist theory, by its very range it raises important and challenging
questions about contemporary developments. As a framework for discus-
sion it is infinitely more ‘heuristic’ than the narrow flexible specialization
theory that Hirst and Zeitlin seek to defend.

9 The ‘world car model’ refers to the strategy of the major car producers
according to which cars are designed in a small number of firms in only
one or two centres, usually in the advanced industrial countries, and parts
are manufactured and assembled in the regions of lower labour costs,
usually in the newly industrializing countries. Ford’s Escort and GM’s 
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Cavalier are the best-known examples of this strategy. The division of
labour implied in this organization of production is directly opposed to that
envisaged in post-Fordist scenarios. See Wood 1989b: 13–14, 23–4. For the
comparable case of the ‘world steer’ in the food industry, see Sklair 1991:
115.

10 ‘It could be the case that students of society are confronted with a para-
digm shift, in the sense of Thomas Kuhn, except that the anomalous
instances, the elements that resist the old frameworks, have not yet reached
a critical mass or do not yet constitute a large enough corpus to convince
observers that traditional positions need to be abandoned in favour of new
ones’ (Poster 1990: 21).

Chapter 5: Modernity and Post-Modernity (I)

1 Tilo Schabert points out that this is true even of the very earliest contrast
between antiquity and modernity, in the writings of Theodoric the 
Great’s historiographer, the Roman scholar and monk Cassiodorus
(485–580).

Cassiodorus called his contemporaries the ‘Moderns’ [moderni] because he
believed that it was their task to reacquire by their own efforts [following
the fall of the Western Roman Empire] the knowledge and culture of 
the ‘Ancients’ [antiqui], the Roman antiquitas, and render it fruitful again
for their epoch. Accordingly, Cassiodorus’ distinction was in no way
intended to promote, after the fall of Rome and the emergence of the new
Germanic kingdoms, a replacement of the culture of antiquity by a ‘new’
one. On the contrary, Cassiodorus saw his contemporaries as the heirs 
and renewers of the old culture, so to speak the ‘new ancients’. His 
concept of ‘modernity’ referred therefore not to any break in the cultural tra-
dition of antiquity, but explicitly to its uninterrupted continuity. (Schabert
1985: 1)

There was indeed a tendency among some of the earliest Christian 
fathers, such as Origen, Eusebius and Gregory of Nyssa, to protest vigor-
ously against the historical cyclism of pagan thought, and to draw 
the strongest possible contrast between this and the Christian view of
history as directional, purposeful and even progressive. Later, when 
antiquity was more thoroughly rehabilitated, a favourite compromise –
found for instance in Otto of Freising’s History of the Two Cities
(1146) – was to see the shape of profane history as cyclical, and that of
sacred history as meaningful progression (Manuel 1965: 10–13, 32–5; 
see also Mommsen 1951; Momigliano 1977: 107–26; Gurevich 1985:
124).

2 Schabert notes that the idea that it is we, not the ‘ancients’, who are older
and therefore wiser, already occurs in Giordano Bruno’s La cena de le

NOTES TO PP. 88–100 235

FPIEN  8/17/2004  3:39 PM  Page 235



ceneri (1584), and that Jean Bodin in his Methodus ad facilem historiarum
cognitionem (1566) also expresses an almost Baconian confidence in the
superior knowledge of the modern over the ancient world. But he accepts
that it was not until the end of the seventeenth century, in the querelle,
that the moderns really won out over the ancients. Schabert (1985: 3–4;
cf. Kolakowski 1990: 7).

3 One way of expressing the new concept of modernity was to distinguish
the ‘Modern’ period, which begins in the sixteenth century with the
Renaissance, the Reformation, and the discovery of the New World, 
from the ‘contemporary’ or ‘most recent’ period, the time of the 
Enlightenment and the French Revolution, when the seeds sown 
by the Modern age finally came to fruition. With this we have reached, as
Hegel put it, ‘the last stage in History, our world, our own time’ 
(Hegel 1956: 442; see also Koselleck 1985: 231–66; Habermas 1987: 
5–7).

4 ‘That the History of the World, with all the changing scenes which its
annals present, is this process of development and the realization of Spirit
– this is the true Theodicaea, the justification of God in History’ (Hegel
1956: 457).

5 On the contradictions in culture and society at the end of the nineteenth
century, cf. the following passage from Robert Musil’s epic novel, The Man
Without Qualities:

Out of the oil-smooth spirit of the last two decades of the nineteenth century,
suddenly, throughout Europe, there rose a kindling fever. Nobody knew
exactly what was on the way; nobody was able to say whether it was to be
a new art, a New Man, a new morality or perhaps a re-shuffling of society.
So everyone made of it what he liked. But people were standing up on all
sides to fight against the old way of life . . . Talents developed that had pre-
viously been choked or had taken no part at all in public life. They were as
different from each other as anything well could be, and the contradictions
in their aims were unsurpassable. The Superman was adored, and the
Subman was adored; health and the sun were worshipped; people were
enthusiastic hero-worshippers and enthusiastic adherents of the social creed
of the Man in the Street; one had faith and was sceptical, one was natural-
istic and precious, robust and morbid; one dreamed of ancient castles and
shady avenues, autumnal gardens, glassy ponds, jewels, hashish, disease and
demonism, but also of prairies, vast horizons, forges and rolling mills, naked
wrestlers, the uprisings of the slaves of toil, man and woman in the primeval
Garden, and the destruction of society. Admittedly these were contradictions
and very different battle-cries, but they all breathed the same breath of life.
If that epoch had been analysed, some such nonsense would have come out
as a square circle supposed to be made of wooden iron; but in reality all this
had blended into shimmering significance. This illusion, which found its
embodiment in the magical date of the turn of the century, was so powerful
that it made some hurl themselves enthusiastically upon the new, as yet
untrodden century, while others were having a last fling in the old one, as in
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a house that one is moving out of anyway, without either one or the other
party feeling that there was much difference between the two attitudes.
(Musil 1979: 59)

6 The link is provided by Morris’s insistence that ‘art’ and ‘craft’ are not
separate activities, that ‘use’ and ‘beauty’ should go together, and that the
artist cannot hold himself apart but must become fully involved in the
design of the modern world. This, together with the attention paid to mate-
rials, and the concern with the design of the whole work, was what
appealed to modernist designers and architects, even though they did not
accept Morris’s rejection of industrial materials and industrial technology.
See Pevsner (1975: 19–39).

7 Cf. Charles Jencks: ‘Whereas Modernism in architecture has furthered 
the ideology of industrialization and progress, Modernism in most 
other fields has either fought these trends or lamented them’ (1989: 
28).

8 The contradictory character of Modernism has led some commentators 
to dismiss it altogether as a useful category of cultural history. For Perry
Anderson this judgement can be made to implicate post-modernism as 
well.

Modernism as a notion is the emptiest of all cultural categories. Unlike the
terms Gothic, Renaissance, Baroque, Mannerist, Romantic or Neo-Classical,
it designates no describable object in its own right at all: it is completely
lacking in positive content. In fact . . . what is concealed beneath the label is
a wide variety of very diverse – indeed incompatible – aesthetic practices:
symbolism, constructivism, expressionism, surrealism. These, which do spell
out specific programmes, were unified post hoc in a portmanteau concept
whose only referent is the blank passage of time itself. There is no other aes-
thetic marker so vacant or vitiated. For what once was modern is soon obso-
lete. The futility of the term, and its attendant ideology, can be seen all too
clearly from current attempts to cling to its wreckage and yet swim with the
tide still further beyond it, in the coinage of ‘post-modernism’: one void
chasing another, in a serial regression of self-congratulatory chronology.
(Anderson 1984: 112–13)

Chapter 6: Modernity and Post-Modernity (II)

1 On the overlap between post-modernism and post-industrialism, cf. Fred
Block, who says of post-modernism that ‘although originating in the analy-
sis of art, it has been broadened to characterize all of social life, and it
now competes directly with the concept of post-industrialism . . . It would
seem that the choice of the label postmodern or postindustrial to describe
the intellectual project of constructing [a postmodern] social theory is arbi-
trary.’ The arbitrariness of the choice is made even clearer in Block’s 
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definition of postindustrialism, which is more abstract than Bell’s and puts
him very close to some postmodernists: ‘ “Postindustrial society” is the his-
torical period that begins when the concept of industrial society ceases to
provide an adequate account of actual social development. This definition
is meant to locate the key change as occurring at the level of ideas and
understanding – that is, our loss of a persuasive master concept for making
sense of our own society’ (Block 1990: 4, 11).

Fredric Jameson also notes that though postmodernism is generally con-
sidered a break in cultural styles, ‘the break in question [should not] be
thought of as a purely cultural affair: indeed, theories of the postmodern
. . . bear a strong family resemblance to all those more ambitious socio-
logical generalizations which, at much the same time, bring us the news
of the arrival and inauguration of a whole new type of society, 
most famously baptized ‘postindustrial society’ (Daniel Bell) but often also
designated consumer society, media society, information society, electronic
society or high tech, and the like’ (Jameson 1992: 3).

On the links between postmodernism and post-Fordism, see Lash 
and Urry (1987: 300–13), who see both in the context of ‘disorganized
capitalism’. See also the ‘New Times’ theorists who, within a generally
post-Fordist perspective, include a concern with postmodernist themes of
identity and consumption (Hall and Jacques 1989a: 137–72).

The most comprehensive view of post-modernity is taken by David
Harvey, who includes in his account of the concept almost all the features
associated with the information society and post-Fordism (Harvey 1989:
passim, especially 159–60, 340–1). A similarly broad view is taken, though
more cursorily, by Jencks (1989: 43–56).

2 In an essay of 1924, ‘Mr Bennet and Mrs Brown’, Virginia Woolf wrote:
‘In or about December 1910, human character changed . . . All human 
relations have shifted . . . and when human relations change there is at the
same time a change in religion, conduct, politics and literature.’ D. H.
Lawrence wrote in Kangaroo (1923) that ‘it was in 1915 the old world
ended.’

3 Cf. Calinescu: ‘Metaphorically speaking, it was architecture that took the
issues of postmodernism out of the clouds and down to earth to the realm
of the visible’ (Calinescu 1987: 281). Linda Hutcheon also considers archi-
tecture ‘the best model for a poetics of postmodernism’ (Hutcheon 1988:
22). See also Jameson 1992: 2.

4 In a later, more euphoric, account Hassan uses Bakhtin’s concept of ‘car-
nivalization’ to cover a good deal of what he means by postmodernism.
Carnivalization ‘riotously embraces indeterminacy, fragmentation, decan-
onization, selflessness, irony, hybridization’ – the principal defining ele-
ments of postmodernism. ‘But the term also conveys the comic or absurdist
ethos of postmodernism . . . Carnivalization further means “polyphony”,
the centrifugal power of language, the “gay relativity” of things, perspec-
tivism and performance, participation in the wild disorder of life, the
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immanence of laughter. Indeed, what Bakhtin calls novel or carnival – that
is, anti-system – might stand for postmodernism itself, or at least for its
ludic and subversive elements that promise renewal’ (Hassan 1992: 198).

One might say that, as is especially clear in Hassan, many proponents
of postmodernism have simply given a positive valuation to the tendencies
towards anarchy and indeterminacy that Toynbee had earlier identified, in
a negative, pessimistic vein, in his concept of the post-Modern. For the
history of the concept of the post-modern, going back to its first uses in
the 1870s, see Rose 1991: 3–20, 171–5; Smart 1992: 141–82; Huyssen
1992; Lyon 1994: 4–18.

5 Literary critics tend on the whole to be rather vague on the connection
between postmodern culture and social change. Ihab Hassan, for instance,
argues that ‘the culture of postmodernism’ derives from ‘larger dispositions
in society’, but his listing of these dispositions is disappointingly thin 
and unspecific: ‘a rising standard of living in the West, the disruption of
institutional values, freed desires, liberation movements of every kind,
schism and secession around the globe, terrorism rampant’ (Hassan 1985:
126).

6 An intriguing and entertaining variation on the idea of the predominantly
economic determinants of postmodernist culture is Charles Newman’s
view that postmodernism is a response to the inflation that has become a
systematic feature of western economies in the last quarter of this 
century. See Newman 1985. For Eagleton, postmodernist culture is a
debased form of modernism, one which complacently accepts ‘the 
dissolution of art into the prevailing forms of commodity production’
(Eagleton 1985: 60).

7 ‘What “late” generally conveys is . . . the sense that something has
changed, that things are different, that we have gone through a transfor-
mation of the lifeworld which is somehow decisive but incomparable with
the older convulsions of modernization and industrialization, less percep-
tible and dramatic, somehow, but more permanent precisely because more
thoroughgoing and all-pervasive’ (Jameson 1992: xxi).

8 Cf. Steven Connor on Lyotard, Baudrillard and Jameson: ‘For all these
writers, postmodernity may be defined as those plural conditions in which
the social and the cultural become indistinguishable’ (Connor 1989: 61).

Andreas Huyssen provides another example of the rather reluctant
admission of the impossibility of keeping the categories of culture and
society separate. He wishes to see postmodernism as ‘a slowly emerging
cultural transformation in Western societies, a change in sensibility . . .’
But, he says, ‘I don’t want to be misunderstood as claiming that there is a
wholesale paradigm shift of the cultural, social and economic orders’
(Huyssen 1992: 42). Nevertheless before he has finished his discussion of
postmodernism he has clearly moved from the cultural to the political and
social, even if not so far as to announce the coming of a new type of society.
He agrees with Habermas as well as ‘neo-conservatives’ like Bell that ‘post-
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modernism is not so much a question of style as it is a question of poli-
tics and culture at large.’ He notes the importance of the women’s move-
ment, the ecology movement, and movements among minorities such as
blacks and gays, in providing both the impetus to, and a good deal of the
substance of, postmodernist culture in its more recent phase. And he con-
cludes: ‘it is easy to see that a postmodernist culture emerging from these
political, social and cultural constellations will have to be a postmodernism
of resistance’, even if it can no longer share in the universalist hopes of
emancipation of Enlightenment modernity (Huyssen 1992: 53–4, 59,
68–9). Once more an account that purports to stay within the realm of
the cultural is forced by the logic of its own analysis to move outwards to
politics and society.

9 Cf. Jeffrey Alexander, who argues that we cannot understand the appeal
of postmodernism simply by considering its ‘middle range’ models of
change in culture and society. ‘These discussions have become significant
only because they are taken to exemplify broad new trends of history,
social structure, and moral life. Indeed, it is by intertwining the levels of
structure and process, micro and macro, with strong assertions about the
past, present, and future of contemporary life that postmodernism has
formed a broad and inclusive general theory of society . . .’ (Alexander
1994: 179).

10 For these characteristics of post-modernity, variously linked to theories of
post-industrialism, post-Fordism, the information society, ‘disorganized’ or
‘late’ capitalism, see Lash and Urry 1987: 5–16, 285–300; 1994: 279–313;
Harvey 1989: 293–6, 302–3, 338–42; Hassan 1985: 125–7; Jencks 1989:
43–52; 1992: 33–5; Soja 1989: 157–89; Huyssen 1992: 68–9; Crook 
et al. 1992: 32–41, 220–3.

11 There has been considerable discussion of the urban styles and forms of
post-modernity, especially with reference to American cities. In addition to
Soja, see Cook 1988; Zukin 1991, 1992; Davis 1992; Lash and Urry 1994:
193–222; Brain 1995.

12 The literature on poststructuralism and deconstructionism is enormous.
For clear and helpful summaries of some of the main concepts, see Selden
1985: 72–105 and Abrams 1985, both of which also contain good 
bibliographies.

13 Cf. Hassan: ‘God, King, Father, Reason, History, Humanism have all come
and gone their way, though their power may still flare up in some circles
of faith. We have killed our gods – in spite or lucidity, I hardly know – yet
we remain ourselves creatures of will, desire, hope, belief. And now we
have nothing – nothing that is not partial, provisional, self-created – upon
which to found our discourse’ (Hassan 1992: 203).

14 In view of the importance of ‘paralogical’ thinking in much post-modern
theory it should perhaps be pointed out that the medical definition 
of ‘paralogia’ is ‘illogical or incoherent speech, as in delirium or 
schizophrenia’ (OED).
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15 The term ‘post-industrial’ has of course also been used in other ways as
well – for instance, by Guild Socialists such as Arthur Penty in the early
part of this century. For him it meant ‘the break-up of Industrialism’ and
the return to something more approaching ‘Medievalism’, in the spirit of
William Morris. See Rose 1991: 21–4.

16 Many of the publications of the Theory, Culture and Society (UK) group
fall into this category, as do several of the contributors to the journal Telos
(US). Cf. also Soja who, despite his reservations, speaks of post-modernity
as ‘a possibly epochal transition in both critical thought and material life’
(1989: 5).

17 Cf. Jameson: ‘Rigorously conducted, an inquiry into this or that 
feature of the postmodern will end up telling us little of value about 
postmodernism itself, but against its own will and quite unintentionally a
great deal about the modern proper, and perhaps the converse will also
turn out to be true . . .’ (Jameson 1992: 66).

Umberto Eco similarly suggests that we do not treat postmodernism as
a historical period but as ‘a metahistorical category’. ‘I believe that post-
modernism is not a trend to be chronologically defined, but, rather, an ideal
category or, better still, a Kunstwollen, a way of operating. We could 
say that every period has its own postmodernism, just as every period
would have its own mannerism . . .’ Eco (1992: 73). There is an echo 
here of Lyotard’s view of postmodernism as a recurring stage within the
modern.

18 Bauman says that with the advent of postmodernity, ‘no new and improved
order has emerged . . . from beneath the debris of the old and unwanted
one. Postmodernity . . . does not seek to substitute one truth for another,
one standard of beauty for another, one life ideal for another . . . It braces
itself for a life without truths, standards and ideals’ (1992: ix). This is con-
sistent with the view of postmodernity as a perspective on modernity,
‘modernity conscious of its true nature’. But elsewhere Bauman is more
convinced that we can indeed talk of a new postmodern society taking the
place of the old society. This is largely owing to the fact that ‘in present-
day society, consumer conduct (consumer freedom geared to the consumer
market) moves steadily into the position of, simultaneously, the cognitive
and moral focus of life, the integrative bond of society, and the focus of
systemic management. In other words, it moves into the selfsame position
which in the past – during the “modern” phase of capitalist society – was
occupied by work in the form of wage labour. This means that in our time
individuals are engaged (morally by society, functionally by the social
system) first and foremost as consumers rather than as producers.’ It is this
that allows us to see postmodernity not just as a deviation from moder-
nity, nor a disease of it, nor even a protest against it, but rather as ‘an
aspect of a fully-fledged, viable social system which has come to replace
the “classical” modern, capitalist society and thus needs to be theorized
according to its own logic’ (Bauman 1992: 49, 52).

NOTES TO PP. 158–61 241

FPIEN  8/17/2004  3:39 PM  Page 241



There need not be any real incompatibility between these two positions.
The ‘absences’ and ‘errors’ of modernity, as seen through the lens of post-
modernity, can from a different point of view look like the lineaments of
a new society in the making – one that incorporates these suppressed fea-
tures and insights as its working principles. But there is undoubtedly a dif-
ference of emphasis – one largely critical, the other more constructive –
between the two positions. For the elements of the more constructive 
‘sociology of postmodernity’ that is now required, see Bauman (1992:
48–53, 189–96).

19 One of the objections Giddens makes to the idea of post-modernity as a
new stage is that this would violate one of its own premises: ‘To speak of
post-modernity as superseding modernity appears to invoke that very thing
which is declared (now) to be impossible: giving some coherence to history
and pinpointing our place in it’ (Giddens 1990: 47; see also Kellner 1988:
250).

There is a good discussion of this predicament in Crook et al. 1992:
231–6. These authors take the view that the way out is not to speak of
post-modernity but of ‘postmodernization’. This is a process whereby
modernity is overreaching itself, imploding by the hyperextension of its
principle of differentiation, so that many features of what others call post-
modernity are beginning to show themselves (‘hyper-differentiation’ is
beginning to look like post-modern ‘de-differentiation’, in the economy,
polity and culture). But we are not yet certain of the ultimate direction of
change; we have not yet achieved the condition of post-modernity. So we
can still use the categories of ‘modern’ social theory for analyzing many
of the transitional developments (‘postmodernization’). See Crook et al.
1992: 1–2, 36–41, 220–39.

20 For various listings of ‘prepostmodernists’, postmodernists avant la lettre,
see Hassan 1985: 119, 122; Calinescu 1987: 297, 357; Turner 1989:
212–15; 1990b: 8–9; Eco 1992: 73–4; Barth 1992: 142–3; Jameson 1992:
4, 302–3. It would be wrong to say that such lists are entirely idiosyn-
cratic, though there are some striking differences and disagreements. But
a ‘canon’ (or ‘de-canon’) of postmodernist writers and thinkers does seem
to be emerging.

21 Cf. Kermode: ‘Postmodernism is another of those period descriptions that
help you to take a view of the past suitable to whatever it is you want to
do. It ceases to be attached to a particular historical moment. Instead of
coming after Modernism it can be regarded as coeval with it, or even as
preceding it’ (Kermode 1989: 132).

Chapter 7: Millennial Themes

1 It has to be said that there have been some brave and stimulating efforts
to take on the full range of changes from the personal to the global levels
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– see, for example, Beck 1992, Giddens 1990, 1991, 1992, and Beck 
et al. 1994. There is now also a considerable literature on ‘globalization’:
see, for example, Featherstone 1990, Sklair 1991 and Robertson 
1992.

2 The breakdown of spatial boundaries by the electronic media has led some
such as Joshua Meyrowitz to see the information society as reconstituting
not just the subject but also society along free-floating lines, as with the
nomadic societies of the past.

Many of the features of our ‘information age’ make us resemble the 
most primitive of social and political forms: the hunting and gathering
society. As nomadic peoples, hunters and gatherers have no loyal relation-
ship to territory. They, too, have little ‘sense of place’; specific activities 
are not totally fixed to specific physical settings. The lack of boundaries both
in hunting and gathering and in electronic societies leads to many striking
parallels. Of all known societal types before our own, hunting and gather-
ing societies have tended to be the most egalitarian in terms of the roles 
of males and females, children and adults, and leaders and followers. 
The difficulty of maintaining many ‘separate places’, or distinct social
spheres, tends to involve everyone in everyone else’s business. (Meyrowitz
1986: 315)

3 He had even conceived the idea of a ‘World Brain’, an amalgamation 
and storehouse of all the available knowledge in the world, that remark-
ably anticipates the claims made on behalf of the Internet. The Open 
Conspiracy was published in 1928, The World Brain in 1938, but both
drew upon ideas Wells had elaborated before the First World War.

4 That some people, such as Anthony Giddens and Ulrich Beck, choose to
do this rethinking under the label of ‘late’ or ‘radicalized’ or ‘reflexive’
modernity, rather than ‘post-modernity’, does not of course affect the main
point. It rather confirms it. It shows that these thinkers too agree with the
postmodernists that some new term or concept might be necessary to
reflect the changes in modernity. See Giddens 1990; Beck 1992; Beck et al.
1994.

5 It is rather extraordinary, as Rorty indicates, that so much of the debate
on modernity and post-modernity should have turned on the thought of a
group of German thinkers – from Kant to Nietzsche – whose reflective
activity took place in a country at that time barely touched by the currents
of modernization. Early nineteenth-century Germany, by comparison with
Britain, France or Belgium, was one of the least modern societies in
Europe. Hence the strength there, as Karl Mannheim noted, of a vigorous
school of conservative thought. It was Britain and France, homes of the
Industrial and Political Revolutions, that were the standard-bearers of
modernity. It was their thinkers, from Smith to Mill and Saint-Simon to
Comte, who took the measure of the momentous economic and social
changes set in train by the dual revolution. Of the German thinkers, it was
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Marx alone who broke with the speculative tradition of reflection on
modernity; and as is well known it took the stimulus of his friend, Friedrich
Engels, with his experience of Manchester life, to turn him towards the
detailed exploration of capitalist industrialism – the exemplary case of
which he took to be England.

6 Cf. Berman: ‘1989 was not only a great year, but a great modernist year.
First, because millions of people learned their history was not over, that
they had the capacity to make their own history . . . Second, because in the
midst of their motions, those men and women identified with each other:
even in different languages and idioms, even thousands of miles apart, they
saw how their stories were one story, how they were all trying to make
the modern world their own’ (Berman 1992: 55).
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