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ABSTRACT:

Postmodern theory is examined from the perspectiexiiinatory scientific theory. Although this kind of

effort would be rejectetly postmodernists as imposing a failed epistemology, this article ntesthnslates

the arguments of prominent postmodern theorists istrias of propositions. By deveging these

propositions, it is possible to skew they might generate testable hypotheses that can guide the empirical
assessment of the substantive arguments of sociological postmodernigisodations are organized under

four basic headings: (1) the increasing importance of culture; (2) the destabilization and dereification of cultur
(3) the increasing importance of the individual; and (4) the viability of theesuWhile there is ingtably a

certain amount of selectivity involved in this exercise, our hope is that the core arguments of postmodern thet
are arrayedh a manner that can facilitate their empirical assessment by researchers.

ARTICLE :

Sociology emerged as a discipline to expthie dramatic transformations assded with modernity, and by

the beginning of the twentieth century, sociologtb@lory and research were directed at understanding the rise
of industrial capitabm, the spread of ration#dgal social forms, the emeng dominance of scienand the
exponential increase in technologies, the expansion of urban areesnmedification generated by new
market forces, and other events associatiidl modernity. Over the last two decades of the century, however, a
good cakal ofsocial theory in general and sociological theory in particular shifted to stadding

"postmodernity.” Much of this recent work involves an epistemologimétique of science per se and an attack
on positivists' "naive faith" in cumulativenowledge (e.g., Brown 1987, 1990; Gottdiener 1990, 1993; Lemert
1995; Lyotard1979] 1984; Rorty 1979, 1994). In the place of this naive faith is the view that $wmaies are
merely one of many "texts" that have no privileged voice.

Yet it is important, we believe, to give postmodern theory a "privileged vaiamly to see what it offers
sociological theory in general. There is, of counssyfficient space here to assess fully the arguments of
postmodernists. Our goal more malest: to translate, albeit somewhat selectively, postmodernists' aims
propositions that highlight the key forces that are hypothesized to be papastmodern condition.” For
postmodernists, this translation is unnecessarygtfoers unsure dhe arguments of postmodernism, however,
this exercise can help to make postmodern theory available to a broader audience. Moreover hiagarl)er
stimulate further refinement of the propositions and, ideally, (2) eagewthers to bring data tedr on the
claims of postmodern theory. We will offat the end some general assessments on the plausibility of
postmodern theory, btihese will only be preliminary.

DEFINING POSTMODERNISM(S)

Beginning with Hispanic literary criticism in the 1930s, exgbiag into the world®f the visual arts and
architecture in the 1960s and early 1970s, and finally maknogds into social theory with the French
publication of Jeatrrancois Lyotard'§he Postmodern Conditiqfit979] 1984), the term "postmodernism"
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encompassegast, complex, and, at times, contradictory fields. Still, one organizing featpostofiodernism is
clearly discernible: postmodernism is always understoadrrast to modernism. For example,
postmoernism in the literary world may henderstood as a reaction against the unity of narrative. Indeed, this
reaction waso strong that in the 1960s Susan Sontag (1990) pronounaaddér novel death the art world,
postmodernism is an attack againstgrceived hegemonymbdernist styld such as impressionism, cubism,
symbolism, and art nouveduand the active suppression of all external influences. In the world of architecture,
postmodernism challenges the rationalization of space and the impofsitiirict and systematic order on daily life; and,
in its place, some postmodern aetture makes space more personalized through the use of pastiche, theddlstyliiag
and the inclusion of historical references. And in social theory, pastniech rejects grand narratives on the nature of
the universe, doubts the adtages of technology, reduces science to a language game, criticizes the exitecies
market and the hyperreality of advertising, and offers no vision of theory beyonaoieasyin continual play.

How, then, are we to define our topic, especially if some theorists such &Baiehilard ([1976] 1993) argue
that "loading the sign with the burden of 'utilityth gravityd its form of representative equivaleidcall this

is over with"? Weshall begin by using the definition of a "latay" Marxist, Fredric JamesoRerry

Anderson (1998) convincingly argues that it was the work of Jamesocejbtared the essence of
postmodernism and moved it onto the front stageofal discourse. Jameson's power lay in taking what was
then simply a concepised to depict a certain cultural style and transforming it into "a periodiziregpbn

whose function is to correlate the emergence of new formal featuresurecwith theemergence of a new

type of social life and new economic ordéfameson 1998:3). According to Anderson, five "moves" allowed
Jameson to malihis transition. Space constraints prevent us from recounting Andersoniseatgbut it

appears to us that Jaso& may provide us with a working definitiofsocial postmodernism. Baudrillard

would perhaps admonish us not to detimgthing, but as positivists we must turn to those who have offered a
definition ofthe domain of inquiry, at least as a starting pdiwawing on Jameson, we thdefine social
postmodernism in parsimonious termsaagitical form of theorizinghat is concerned with the unique

problems that are associated with culture and subigctiviate capitalist societie¥Vhether postmodeists are
more concerned with late capitalism (e.g., Lash and Urry 1987, 1994), media (e.g., Baudrillard [1972] 1981,
[1973] 1975, [1976] 1993, 1989, [1981] 1994), epistemology (e.g., Rorty 1979, 1994), or social theory (Browr
1987, 1990, 1993), their worlal address issues of cultuaad subjects.

Beginning with this definition, our goal is to provide an example of what caohe from a positivistic point

of view. Our sources for this exercise are limited teva primary thinkers: Fredric Jameson, Jean Baudrillard,
JeanFrancois LyotardDavid Harvey, Scott Lash and John Urry, and Kenneth Gergen. This list isv&glbat

it is representative of the range of work in postmodern theory. Obvidbshg are important thinkers not
included in our list, such as Michel Foucaltiiab Hassan, and Paul Virilio. Their exclusion should not be read
as devaluingheir influence on postmodern thought; rather, for the purpose of this exercisiepplhe choose

to remain tose to our definition to examine works of most intetestociologists.

CULTURAL PROMINENCE

Even Marxists such as Jameson and Harvey recognize that the transformagmeistas in late capitalism

have given prominence to cultural forces. For exandameson (1984, 1991, 1998) argues that the machines of
late capitalism are theachines of reproduction that have allowed the "cultural logic of capitalismfiltcate
every aspect of human existence. As a result, culture has effectscetiwale opurely economic processes.
Similarly, Harvey (1989) recognizes thHa) the compression of time and space by new communication and
transportatiotechnologies and (2) the commodification of images and symbols by new Hardest have

turned individuals' #orts to find identity and place into a search doitural images circulated by the mass
fashion market. Lash and Urry (1987) agree with Harvey's assessment but see prolonged periods of formal
education and the resulting instability of adult identityreking markets for culturénages and symbols
particularly salient for middkelass youth and for servigeofessionals. From these and related approaches, the
transformations in the wa¥at culture organizes human experience are seen as the outcome of four basic
forces: (1) the eveexpanding commodification of virtually everything and $ghof anything; (2) the

dramatic escalation of credentialing requirements; (3ptbkferation d imaging technologies; (4) the



increasing circumvention of the s¥aalic boundaries of time and space. Table 1 lists general propositions on
the effectof these forces in postmodern societies, emphasizing that increases in theepoenaind

importanceof cultural symbols are a positive and additive (perhaps multiplicative) function of the level and rate
of commodification, the level of cdentialing, the level of imaging technology, and the distanciation of time

and space.

TABLE 1
The Increasing Importance of Culture

L. The relative significance of culture over material social structures in a society is a
positive and additive (and probably multiplicative) function of

A. The level of commodification of objects, people, and symbols marking differences,
which is a positive function of the volume, velocity, and extensiveness of market,
which, in turn, are a positive additive function of
1. the multiplicative effects between capitalist production and ideology, on the one

hand, and scientific inquiry and ideology, on the other, in driving the constant
expansion of production
2. the extent to which production allows satisfaction of basic needs so that the
discretionary purchase of symbols becomes possible
3. the level of abstraction of money as an accepted and stable marker of relative
values, which, in turn, is a positive and additive function of
a. the rationalization of communication and transportation infrastructures that
expand trade relying on stable currencies
b. the extensiveness, volume, and velocity of markets, especially meta-markets
exchanging the instruments of value and capital formation themselves
4. the level of advertising of goods and commodities available in markets, which, in
turn, is a positive and additive function of
a. the conditions listed under HI-C above
b. the level of imaging technology and infrastructure to visually represent
commodities (see Proposition I-D below)

B. The level of formal credentialing of individuals, which is a positive and additive
function of the level of the division of labor and, more generally, differentiation in a
society, which, in turn, are a positive and additive function of
1. the degree to which flexible capitalism is practiced
2. thelevel of competition among individuals for positions in productive organizations

and for the material and symbolic resources these provide
3. the level of manufacturing technology as it expands the range of skills in production
4. the level of intellectual technology and infrastructure producing this technology,
which, in turn, is a multiplicative function of
a. the level of development of higher education and ideologies supporting such
development
b. the level of scientific activity and ideologies supporting the constant expansion
of knowledge
c. the degree to which capitalist practice and ideology rely on marketing new
knowledge

(Continued)

Commodification and Culture

Postmodernism is, at its core, a critique of capitalism and the ideologyen€sdhat produces the innovations
and technologies that keep the capitasgine running. Thus it is not surprising that the Marxian notion of
commodificdion is central to this critique (Lukacs [1922] 1971; Marx [1867] 1977; Marxeangkls [1848]
1961), but it is taken in interesting directions by postmodern thEoryas many postmodernists argue (e.g.,
Baudrillard [1972] 1981; Harvey 1989;



TABLE 1
(Continued)

C. The level of imaging technology, products, and infrastructures increasing the number
and quantity of visual images, which, in turn, is a positive and multiplicative function of
1. the level of communication and transportation technologies and infrastructures
2. the expansiveness and velocity of markets
3. the degree to which distribution depends on advertising

D. The increasing circumvention of symbolic boundaries tied to time and place, which,

in turn, is a positive and additive function of

1. the level of development in communication and transportation technologies and
infrastructures for compressing time and physical space and for disseminating
new cultural symbols

2. the level of development, expansion, and velocity of markets for capitalist
distribution

3. the deconcentration and globalization of capital in order to avoid overaccumula-
tion, which, in turn, are a positive function of
a. the rate and level of local capital accumulation
b. the conditions listed under V-A and V-B
c. the velocity and abstraction of money circulation in meta-markets

4. the number and diversity of available cultural identities, which, in turn, is a
positive and additive function of
a. the decreasing viability of grand cultural narratives
b. the rate and degree of social and cultural differentiation

Lash 1988), te dynamics of commodification eventually push production pastus#ivalue and exchange
value to products that are essentially symbolic. Comtiesdare increasingly valued for their status
significance rather than their actual usecapacity to facitate exchanges; instead, they are markers of
positions, affilidions, identifications, memberships, and prestige. As the importance of cotesndati
marking symbolically a person's place increases, the power of cultuie@ksases, since ever more
commodities are symbolic (Proposition | in Table 1).

The level and rate of commodification are, first of all, a function of capifaistuction and the associated
ideology of constant growth in search of profitstonulate cotinued investments, coupled with technological
innovations of s@nce and the associated ideology of esgyanding, objective knowledgeAl-1). Such
production is both an effect and a cause of the velocity and extensivemesskefs (1A-2). Only when

markets are sufficiently developed so that theymawide for basic needs can they begin to sell symbols on a
mass scale; and order to drive capitalist expansion, this new form of commodification becomes an
increasingly prominent feature of a postteon society. The volume and veloaitiyexchanges in markets are
crucial to this new form of commodification, because only when markets can move large volumes of
commodities rapidly do symboisevitably become new profihaking products that can be pagkd and
repaclkaged rapidly as advertising constantly shifts market demand. Commaodifidapends not only on the
volume and velocity of exchanges in markets but alsthemxtensiveness of markets. As markets extend to all
parts of a nation and toostparts of the globe, the ability to sell the symbols of groups and organizations to
new and distant market niches increases, with the result that the symsiatiefgroups and organizations in
diverse regions can circulate back and forthéa market@s commodities. Only in systems with expanding
production can thisype of commodification move from use value and exchange value to symaloige One
cannot eat and reside in symbols, and so capitalist production must have led to a sufficient é&xeddbpfribnt
that individuals have the resources, time, and inclination to begin purchasing commodities for their symbolic
value.

Commoadification beyond use value and exchange value dependsairsttaction and circulation of money as
an accepted and stable marker of relat&ieies (1A-3). This abstraction of money, in turn, depends on the
rationalizationof distribution and the development of communication and transportatiostmiteures tt



send goods rapidly to distant markets and that facilitatextleange of currencies used to purchase goods and
services. Without money that itself a symbol of value, as well as its conversion via money markets into the
moretary symbols of other societies, commodification is limited to barter within nabondérs. But the

invention of rapid systems of transportation and even more rapid forms of communication and trade, coupled
with the emergence of metaarketsdealing inthe instantaneous exchange of money and other instruments of
valuein capitalist systems (e.g., stocks, bonds, mortgages, insurance premiumsiyvdsjjvdramatically

changes the nature of exchange. Now the volume and vedd@ichanges can increase can the scope and
expansiveness of exchange.

Advertising is critical to the process of commodificatioA(4). Advertisingnot only informs but stimulates
market demand; and in this way it expandskets. Conversely, advertising is only effectiviethnextensive and
high-velocity markets, with higkspeed transportation and communication technologies&adtructures, and

with imaging technologies to visually represent commoditesonsumers. Under these conditions, advertising
encourages the $i@ly of synbols, especially as basic needs are satisfied, or it can encourage the consumption
of products that at one level meet basic needs but at a more symbolic levalmicate status, membership,

and other culturally defined differences.

These dynmic processes, all of which are interrelated, change capitalism in this sense: capitalists increasingl
seek to produce and market commodities signifgmigural categories and group memberships above and
beyond whatever usalue and exchange value thepy have. In so doing, culture becomes morampaunt

as its symbols become subject to market forces and capitalists' reettantly expand production. Thus
capitalism eventually begins not only to @oize but also to destroy the lifeworlds of cudtgroups as their
symbols areommodified to everyone with the money to purchase them.

Credentialing and Culture

Credentialing is seen by some postmodernists to increase the power oflzediawse it provides new symbols
for marking differences and for determiniagcess to jobs, social standing, status groups, and other valued
social niches (Lasand Urry 1987, 1994). Moreover, credentialing expands the educational sys$tiem, in
turn, poduces new sets of symbols that raise the overall level mfraliproduction in a society.

Credentialing is a positive function of the level of the division of labor or éffiggtion (IB). The expansion of
the division of labor is an additive fummh of flexible accumulation of capital and other elements of production
that increase thefficiency of organizations' coordinating specialistB{1). The practices of flekie

capitalisn® such as jusin-time resource management, small batch proaiicsubcontracting and outsourcing,
and portfolio managemehtincrease the differentiation of labor and markets. As market expansion increases
the scale oproduction and the competition among workers for jobs and social nickpsgitls up the rate at
which labor is divided @B-2). And as markets become the drgy force behind selection of individuals in

terms of their skills, the use of clentials as markers of their respective social, technical, and psychological
skills increases in order to "ratidizz" job allocation. In this, credentials further cowdification of labor by
sorting and selecting individuals in terms of the gerendl particularized culture they are presumed to possess
by virtue of their crdentials. And as labor markets respond to changes in production techndlogyes,
increasingly demand reskilling and recredentialing of individuals duhiei life course.

Expansion of manufacturing technologies forces changes in the divisimimoofgenerally driving up the skills
of workers and the reliance on credentials to certify their skills8). Thus manufacturing technologies not
only increase thaumber of niches in social and cultural space, they also change the very nétese afiche.
And when such changes can be translated into market defoerdg individuals to reskill themselves if they
are to find job niches, marketperate to encourage further changes in the nature of manufacturingeaedy,
in the nature and number athes that are available to individuals wiave now become ever more
commodified, selected, and sorted by credentiézeover, manufacturing technologies will increase the
division of labor as they are expanded and used to produce more goods and;samdies they do sthey



increase differentiation of social experiences, leading to the developnsp@anlized languages and other
forms of particularized culture.

The division of labor is also influenced by intellectual technolog-4). Asfirst proposed by Bell (1976:27
33) and used by postmodern scholars such ageld1989), the concept of intellectual technology emphasizes
that one of the practts of late capitalism is knowledge about how to coordinate actors in newaxad
productive waysSuch "social" technology becomes as important as faetouing technology in determining
the productivity of labor; and because angfigant portion of social technology is produced in educational
settings, demanfibr higher levels of credentialing amg those who are to implement social tezbgies in
manufacturing increases, thereby expanding the array of symbotsathbé used to mark differencesB-a).
This reliance of production on all typegtechnologies also depends on the level adrgdic inquiry and
associated iddogies for constant expansion of knowledg8&{4-b), coupled with capitalist

practice and ideology that make it profitable to generate new knowledge thze namrketed as a commodity
(1-B-4-c).

Imaging and Culture

Postmodern theorists generally stress the significance of visual mediattoe @nd individual identity. In
particular, they are critical of advertising; and for some scholars like Baudrillard ([1981] 1994:6), television
images are seen to hatre rehtion to reality whatsoever.” Postmodernists emphasize that humans have a
fascination with images, and as the number and quality of images increase, netaitlyre increasingly a
series of visual images, but self and identity are inarghsdefinedin terms of media images rather than real
social relations. Oral angritten culture thus begin to be dominated by the visual image, but the kiksef
images are generated by advertising designed to enhance capitalists'thesétsy taking culturaway from a
firm material base (except, of course, capstal material desires to make profits from market demand for
cultural images).

The increase in the number and quality of images is a function of three daxeg, which themselves are
intercannected (C). This increase in imaging isfanction of the development of communication and
transportation technologi€sC-1), the expansiveness and velocity of markets that create-prefiited
incentives to produce images@}2), and the increaginimportance of adveriisy as a force in markets-Q@-3).
Together, these forces produce constantly shiftiagal images that inundate individuals in postmodern
societies, changing theature of culture and personal identity in ways heretofore unkmote moern world.

Symbolic Boundaries of Time and Space

For many postmodernists, the technologies and infrastructures that allthe fapid dissemination of cultural
images change the nature of culture so that it can no longer readily symbolize relationships and structures
located in time ang@lace. Local place and time become subordinated to the rapid circulationup&timhages
creating a period of "liminality” in which the significance of plarel time decreases. This void in cultural
space becomes ever more importantridividuals' sense of identity and their organization of meaning. During
this pracess, the symbols of lture circumvent traditional cultural markers and baanmes, increasingly
destroying lifeworlds and traditional cultural meanings. Symamddifted out of groups, marketed, and
consumed as commodities on a global sadhkreby breaking the hold of @dcultural systems on individuals'
perceptions of self and their interpretations of the world. In this way, local cultures diffusapielly and are
commodified in highvolume, highvelocity, and expansive miats fueled by advertising and capitalistsed

to develop new commodities @rder to sustain profits. These processes, in turn, are possible because of the
gereral prosperity in advanced capitalist systems, which gives individuals moretiisary money to spend

on commodified symbols. Thus groups can no lomgetect their symbols in time and place, and they become
"free-floating signifiers"(Jameson 1991) that have lost their original meaning. In this way, culture becomes
more paramourbut less real in the sense of anchoring people to place and time.

The level of development in communication and transportation technofgleisfrastructures, coupled with
capitalists' interests in extensive and higélocity markets, enables cultusgdace to dominate over local



cultural systemsand, moreover, to increase the capacity of cultural symbols to circumvent codiuralaries
(I-D-1, 2). The deconcentration of capital is crucial to this procesiefspace distanciation-(D-3). Capital

can now move rapidly as labor costs amarket demands shift around the world, with the result that capital
becomes lesBSed to place and local sociocultural forces. Such deconcentration is soogtiirio avoid local
crises of capital accumulation abhdcomes possible by virtwé communication and transportation
technologies and infrastructures, higielocity and expanded market systems, and rapid circulation of money
throughthe metamarkets of the world system.

The number and diversity of cultundentities increase as symbols are liftedmmodified, and marketed in

ways that circumvent local group and culturalindariegl-D-1, 2, 3). These processes have helped to destroy
the viabilityand salience of grand interpretive narratives that provide cultural boundarigganthgs tied to
groups located in space and situated within local time frafuether, grand narratives have lost their influence
because of the failure of Westestateinitiated colonization and the scientific doubt that permeates the culture.
And as the power of grand narratives declines, more cultural space is opened ftodtieg signifiers. The
degree of social and cultural differentiation is both an etiadia cause of these processes. As differentiation
increases under expanded qwotion and market forces, especially under competition to secure resources in
labor markets where credentialing dominates, individuals have an interesdtingand selling ne cultures

and identities, particularly those that can carry new credentials that might give an edge in the market. The res
is that evemore cultural identities are created and, ironically, subject to capitalist comoadidifi and

marketing; and thesprocesses are exacerbated by the influenoee$ media and advertising. These

dynamics, in the end, increase the nundderultural identities available for dissemination, thereby increasing
the signifcance of cultural space.

CULTURAL INSTABILITY AND DEREIFICATION

Postmodern theory emphasizes that a fundamental break between symbols and reality has occurred. The sig
and symbols that people use no longer correspond to a material reality; and as a result, culture is uhstable ar
loses its capacity tmake the world seem real and obdurate.

For Baudrillard, a "decisive turning point” in the history of the sign was tiaieti by the media and

advertising. He argues that the media takes the nanir@py within the informationrpcess to the extreme.

Any information of an event is a degraded form of the event and represents a dissolving of thEhsocial.
media pushes this entropy to an extreme, since it provides a constant bamdégmenation that has been
removed an infinitaaumber of times from the actusdcial event. The media also destroys information because
it comes prepackagead a meaning form. Information is staged by the media, and subjects are told what
constitutes their particular relationship to the informatitimus the presentation of information through the
media is a system of sakferencing simulation. Ftirer, the break between reality and the sign is facilitated by
advertising: "Todayvhat we are experiencing is the absorption of all virtual modes oéssipn intahat of
advertising" (Baudrillard [1981] 1994:87). The act of advertising itselfices objects from their use value to
their sign value; for as advertisemeb&zome commodities in and of themselves, image rather than information
becomeghe content of the commodity.

For Lyotard, this destabilization is principally due to changes in the ecomowhimstitutional realms (a la Bell
[1973, 1976] and Touraine [1971]), leadingdmubt concerning grand narratives about the world. Jameson also
links the destailization of culture to changes in the mode of production, to machines ofitegian, and to the
triumph of the capitalistic cultural logic through multinationapitalism. The problem of representing
multinational capitalism along witthé explosion of signs emanating from the mass media and the superseding
of the message by its mode of expression have resulted in a proliferation of sociarmbties loss of a

national language. The outcome has been a breakdown in tiifecatgpn chai® what Jameson characterizes

as the schizophrenia of culture.



The emergence of postmodern society involves, therefore, a destabilizatideraifidation of culture. The
conditions generating this cultural instability disted in Table 2Proposition 1. Two basic conditions cause
destabilization: (1§leinstitutionalization and (2) circumvention of symbolic boundaries.

Deinstitutionalization

Institutionalization revolves around (a) structured patterns of action andativer, (b) legitimating myths and
symbols for such patterns, and (c) cultural bgia carrying emotional and moral overtones.
Deinstitutionalization is the converséthese forces, whereby actions, interactions, and interpersonal rituals no
longer are ontrolled and constrained by structures, whereby legitimating mythsyamobls supporting

structures are all subject to challenge, and whereby cudtymabols become emotionally flat and less clear as

to their moral meanings (4).

Structural differenation tends to create differences in, and conflicts among, particularized cultures, which, in
turn, lower the capacity of culture to remairfiezl across all nodes of difference, to provide legitimating myths
and symbols thatut across society, and toramunicate a sense of common history and pertiagsny (1HA-

1). As Emile Durkheim ([1893] 1984) recognized long ago, diffea¢ioi "enfeebles" the regulatory power of
collective conscience.

Transportation and communication technologies and infrasnes destabilizeulture not only by their effects
on structural differentiation but also by their #@gito move people, materials, and information rapidly across
space and in tim@l-A-2). As symbols circulate long distances and in rapid successiqueoplenove in
careers and travel, and as time and space are thereby compressedpselutse capacity to provide stable
meanings in local spaces and over time. All is

TABLE 2
Cultural Destabilization and Dereification

IL. The degree of cultural destabilization and dereification in society is a positive and
additive function of

A. The degree of deinstitutionalization in which structural constraints on interaction
are weakened, legitimating cultural myths are challenged, and cultural symbols are
emotionally flat and unclear in their meaning. Such deinstitutionalization is a
positive and additive function of
1. the level of structural differentiation
2. the level of transportation and communication technologies and infrastructures
3. the level of market velocity and expansiveness
4. the level and rate of commodification
5. the level of institutional doubt

B. The level of circumvention of symbolic boundaries, which are a positive function of

1. the level of development in communication and transportation technologies and
infrastructures for compressing time and physical space and for disseminating
new cultural symbols

2. the level of development, expansion, and velocity of markets for capitalist
distribution

3. the deconcentration and globalization of capital in order to avoid overaccumula-
tion, which, in turn, are a positive function of
a. the rate and level of local capital accumulation
b. the conditions listed under V-A and V-B
c. the velocity and abstraction of money circulation in meta-markets

4. the number and diversity of available cultural identities, which, in turn, are a
positive and additive function of
a. the decreasing viability of grand cultural narratives
b. the rate and degree of social and cultural differentiation

in flux and change, causing problems for individuals in sustaining their seoskuré as "a reality out there."



Market velocity and expansion only amplify the effects of transportatioc@minunication technologies {I1

A-3), especially as symbols bene commodifiecand placed into circulation by the capitalist economic system
(I1-A-4). As symboldecome commodified, they take on a reality as a thing, true enough, but, because of the
evershifting nature of markets, not a thing that orders meaningenaand interactions in the way the

implicit reification of culture as an obdurate figabnce did. Culture becomes even trivialized as it loses its
stature as a firm realitgnd becomes yet one more object to be marketed. Aneviighity and extendk

markets reaching around the world assure that no symbol or sign is saf®fronodification, once it reveals

to capitalists the possibility for profits.

Finally, as postmodern societies become dominated by the ideology of science, by capitalist rexguach£ip
credentialing, knowledge and information aomstantly transformed. All is subject to revision and change,
making it difficult tosustain continuity of information in space and across time. Doubt becomes chronic

and institutionalized (HA-5), and while people adapt to constant change irktieavledge bases and the
credentials that they will have to possess to succeed, such adaptations do not provide a firm basis on which |
meanings that lastver time and that dominate locales in space. Ra#lgaptation occurs within accepted
framework of uncertainty and doubit.

Circumvention of Symbolic Boundaries

The forces listed above operate to break down the barriers of cultdle Qulure is no longer tied to a time

and place, but rather it &ibject to marketing forces fueled by capitalist profit seeking. Symbols and portions of
them can bdifted from real groupings in place and marketed to others; and as they &etadathey can

penetrate other cultural systems, reducing the continndystdility of the latter. What emerges is the rapid
circulation of symbols carryingomewhat flat and often trivialized meanings, which then erode the reified
mearings of cultural systems that once invoked among individuals emotionalnmetst and moral overtones.

In the end, boundaries of symbols become so pastis lose their ability to provide meanings for individuals.

THE INDIVIDUALIZED SELF

Subijectivity and individual identity are major concerns of postmodern socdalythis social activity becomes
deinstitutionalized and thus not attached to éiqdar place, as grand narratives lose their ability to embrace
large groups with aense of a collective identity, as markets focus on individual tastes andseqses
differentiation escalates to the point where each person is the lom@gfgroups, and as communication and
transportation technologies systeroatily break down the symbolic barriers between groups, individuals and
their identities increase in imptance.

For example, Lash and Urry (1987, 1994) argue that as capitalist relationseltavee mobile and
decentralized, large collectives (such as corporations,plaarés, and cities) have diminished effects on
identity formation. Markets and media hawshed to fill this void and have provided for the individual a diver
sity of identities from which to choose. Harvey (1989) also notes that onerefstlies of flexible capitalism is
an increased search for eternal but simple tratisspersonal idertti. The aesthetics of place (i.e., the status
hierarchy of sociaspace/ identity divorced from the function of space) have become increasipgigtant in

this timespace compression of flexible capitalism, for the use of place "allows the constricionelimited
and limiting sense of identity ithe midst of a collage of imploding spatialities" (Harvey 1989:304).

But, at the same time, most postmodernists posit a fragmented self thatdsasmoe, only images. Jameson
(1984) contends that the sitagnd indivisibleego-self existed at one time, during the period of classical
capitalism and the nudetamily, but has come to an end in the postmodern era. He argues that theofulture

the postmodern "stands as something like an imperative to grow new organs, to expand our sensorium and C
body to some new, as yet unimaginablehpps ultimately impossible, dimensions" (Jameson 1984:80). And
this impossiblalemand of culture haseated a fragmented rather than alienated subject.

Baudrillard (1983) explicitly links the "death" of the subject to mass methiasubject lives "no longer as an
actor or dramaturge but as a terminal of multipdéworks" (p. 128). And Gergen (1991) bagildn Baudrillard's



insights into thamedia and argues that increases in communication and transportation techdolebats

Gergen refers to as the technologies of social satuéatsoalated dramatilly the sheer numbers, diversity,
frequency of contagcendurance through timand level of expressed intensity of social encounters. Individuals
today are inudated with knowledge concerning different groups, different people, diffeaérés, and

different modes of expression. The development of thigypmdern consciousness has resulted in an increase in
the amount of reflexivity in whicindividuals engage. This increased reflexivity is directed toward the self as
people increase their sationitoring in a culture that is socially saturated aitedd with constant change and
doubt. The result is what Gergen refers t6magltiphernia®® vertigo of selfvalues filled with expressions of
inadequac§ and the pastiche personality.

The conditions generating the individuated self are listed in Table 3, FropdHi Cultural destabilization and
dereification are crucial forces in the indivalization of self, because, as culture loses its center and stability
and as the rate eirculation of symbols across older boundaries increases (i.e., symbolic wincuom), the
individual as an object onto itself provides an alternative locaseaining (I1+A).

The dynamic relations among market velocity and scope, advertising, antbdiffoation acceleratthe
individualization of self directly (IHB) and, indrectly, by virtue of their effects on destabilizing and dereifying
culture (I). Free marketsatering to demand encourage the individualization of consumer tastes and give
individualsthe sense that thelydeed choose for themselves what they desidavant. This force becomes
ever more powerful as capitalism creates affluegteng individuals the ability to increasingly engage in
discretionary spendindidvertising is, of course, designed to emphasize that it is the individual's ¢hoice
purchase products, and indeed, the tone of advertising in postmodern societies

TABLE 3
The Increasing Importance of the Individual

III. The increasing significance of self, whereby meanings are ever more tied to the individ-
ual, as opposed to collectivities, and shared culture is a positive and additive function of

A. The level of cultural destabilization and dereification in a society (see Table 2)

B. The level of the multiplicative effects among
1. the level of market velocity and expansiveness
2. the level of advertising
3. the level of commodification

C. The level of social and cultural diversity, or differentiation

D. The level of communication and transportation technologies and infrastructures
moves from "the hard sell" to a softer, more diffuse imagery in which optiomoerayed in ways that give
individuals (the illusionary) belief that they are enisingtheir free will in selecting commaodities to buy.
Indeed, much advertisirtgkes on a public information format, as is evidenced in recent times by tlé g
"infomercial.” These market forces, as they are driven by advertising, increase thecoatenafdification,
which makes virtually anything availaliier purchase, and, thereby, give individuals the sense that they have
unlimited options. And as cultural symbols become commodified, what once servemiective source of
individual meaning ahat self becomes one more consumeod, thereby giving individuals the feeling that
they act as lone actors in markéis cultural symbols now in rapid circulation and detached from the
collectives towhich they once gave coherent meanings.

Social and cuural differentiation further give individuals a sense of stanbityveen structures and symbols
rather than within them (HC). Georg Simmeg([1903] 1971; [1908] 1971; [1922] 1955) first made this point,
and it has been giveadded emphasis by Bauma®92), who argues that the group is "unable to ovethide
diversity of its supporters' interests and thus claim and secure thealkegidnce and identification” (p. 197).

As individuals move about in groups ilgeeatly expanded web of affiliatiorthiey have a sense of being
marginal to all groups, with the result that they experience self as a unique entity not immarsedne
collectivity or cultural system. Moreover, the ofteonflicting expectaons associated with different groups as
well as the conflicts among the assded cultural systems of these groups force individuals to reconcile these
conflicts,a process that only highlights the individual's perception of having to chousgg inconsistencies.



Further, individuals increasinglyust shift allegiances alsey move from group to group, and they must adopt
oftendivergent symboldprcing on them the sense that they are not embedded in any one group otbetilture
in many. This sense, in turn, offers additional evidence to indilddhatthey choose their own modes of
adopting and adapting expectations of divgnsmips and associated cultural symbols.

The effects of communication and transportation technologies and inftasgsiturther accelerate the
individualization of self (1lD). Communication teafologies increasingly give individuals mediated or
saturated experienceswhich they are exposed to accounts of situations and others with whom theyhave
direct associgon. This kind of constant intrusion of images from afar, outsitles local group affiliations and
cultures, generates a tension between local place and time, on the one hand, and the more distant and globa
world presented amages in which time andare are compressed or made irrelevant, on the other. Again, this
makes the individual marginal to both the local world of real timepdanck, on the one side, and the more
cosmopolitan world where time and pldose their meaning, on the other; and soenginality makes

individuals more selware and more cognizant of choice. Moreover, as images of optionsticspstcial
movements, and lifestyle are presented as mediated experiencadugidiperceive that they have options as
individuals ouside any constrainthat now exist in their local groups and cultures.

Thus the postmodern condition creates an individualized self that givesluals a sense of freedom and
efficacy but that makes them more emotionélly and blasé because of their lack of immersion in those local
groups and cohent systems of cultural symbols that generate emotional attachments, especially as they are
reaffirmed through ritualized fade-face interaction.

THE DECENTERED SUBJECT

Oneof the ironies of the individual becoming ever more important and inogdgshe locus of social and
cultural organization is that there is a correspondiegjine in the degree of viability of the individual subject.
These kinds of concerns about thes of the subject, anchored in culturally stable and legitimated systems



of cultural symbols and affiliated with stable group structures, lead postn&iddmconclude that self is less
viable. Such loss of viability is the result of thsegts of conditions, summarized in Table 4, Proposition IV.
Harvey's (1989) notion of "sensory block" and Gergen's (1991) idea of "social saturation" emphasize that
subjects in a postmodern world must cope witltsegnoverload that, in turn, causes cogsiblockage as a
mechanism for coping with this overload ¢Aj. Whatever the exact vocabulary, the idea is that aslibelute
number of stimuli increases, individuals must edit and selecevauttually as stimuli increase to the point of
cognitive oerload, people wilshut off their ability to apprehend more information. They simply reach a satu
ration point and begin to block out information and, as a consequence, bewadeo the world.

Sensory overload and blockage come with the high levaedlsramodificationwhich, in turn, are made possible
by markets presenting a constant and escalat&gu of new images for individuals to consider-Avl).
Credentialing also contriltes to sensory overload and blockage as individuals must cope witticotinange

and expansion of credential requirements in their work lives and in their effgaststatus and privilege (fV
A-2). Communication and transportation technologies infrastructures only increase the speed with which
markets can present n@emmodified images and the redefinitions of credentials required in labor and status
markets (I\VA-3). The lack of a cultural center and the porous boundaries that exist in postmodern societies
accelerate sensory overload directly-Av4) and, we mighadd, indirectly as the lack of a cultural center
facilitates commodification of symbols.

Not only does cognitive blockage occur under conditions of postmodernitindivitiuals become emotionally
disabled and unable to invest emotionally in others, ttres, and systems of symbols {B). Harvey's

concern with théblasé attitude," Jameson's conception of "emotional flatness," and Baudrillard's "death of the
subject" all capture this basic idea: people in a postmodern soamtpt invest their emotignn stable





















