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Norrrs crarTrr 1 will look at the postmodernist analysis of
I contemporary popular culture. However, 1 shall akter the orgau-
isation of my discussion slightly from the one used in previous
chapters in thar | shall be more dircetly concerned with the em-
pirical claims of postmodernism. There are a number ol reasons
for this. In the firse place, postinodern theory, and its theoretical
and philosophical underpinnings o post-suucturalism, are rela-
tively recent developments, and have noc been as meellectuaily
asstmilated as the other theories Thave looked ar. This means that
there are few sources which preseni clear and readable accounts of
postnodern theory, Compounding this problem s the fact that
what discussion there has been of postmodernism - and by now
there has been a lot — has ended to be theorerical and abstract in
character as well as difficult to understand. Comparcd withs (his
rheoretical output, relatively little has been said about post-
madernism as an empirical or historical phenomenon,

It is clear that postrnodernisu has become an issue wlich has
attracted increasing merest and alention in recent years. Judging
simply by book ttles published either using the term or s cquiv-
alents, or inaking clear cheir concern with postmodernism, this can
readily be seen. The Books in Print index shows no book titles pub-
fished on postmodernism between 1978 to 1981, but 14 published
in 1988, 22 in 1989 and 29 in 1990, The Hmnanities Index shows
no book riddes or books on postmodernism published between 1980
and 1983, but a total of 241 appearing between 1987 apd 19911
This does not include books which are now specifically concerned
with postmodernisin but still discuss i, nor journal articles or
coverage 1w the more popular media, Yet even here (wo major
journals i the social and culwral sciences, Theory, Cufrure and
Sociery and Screen, have devoted speaial issucs to postmodernism,*
while arts programmes have cither considered the major themes
raised by the debate or looked ar specific arcas such as architee:
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ture. Indecd, i the UK posunodermism has comne to be a tenn
commonly used in discussions about contemporary architecture.’?

Dyespite all this, relatively little has been said aboui whether
postmodernism is emerging, in contemporary societies, The debae
seems to lave been much more involved with the theory of posi-
wodernism rather than with its recognition as an empirical
phenomenon. Relatively lew writers appear 1o have asked (he ques-
tion, can we see postmodernism in the world around vus? There has,
in faci, been a tendency to assume chat posimodernism has become
widespread in modern socicties. However, less attenoion has
been devoted to demonserating thart this is the case. This has been
matched, in turn, by the excessive atrention given to the problem ot
defining the term itself.?

In this chapter, 1 shall look at postmodernist theory, and
will consider the extent to which posnmodernism can be identi-
ficd empirically i modern sodietics, popular culture and  the
mass media being special arcas of concern in the debate about
postmodernisin.® This focus on the einpicical identfication of post-
modernism means that the chaper will be orgamsed in terms of
the Tollowing questions: what is postmodernism?; can it be identi-
fied in contemporary popular media coloure?; whac are some of the
reasons advanced for its emergence?; and what kind of eritigque can
be developed of its claims and arguments?

What is postmodernism?

Tn order 1o idenuly postinodernism, the lollowing — by no means
exhaustive — set of points summarises some of the mose salent
features which writers about the phenoemenon have chosen to em-
phasise.” [ realise that it represents something of 2 composite picture,
but it is more than adequate for the purposes of this chapter.

The breakdown of the distinction befween
culture and society

First, pustmodermism is said 1o describe the cmergence of a social
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order in which the importance and power of the mass medin and
popular culture means thae they sovern and shape all other forms
of socixl relacionships. The idea is that popular calearal signs and

- media images increasingly  dominate our scuse of realicy, and

the way we deline ourselves and (he world around us. It tries 1o
come to terms with, and underseand, a media-sarurated sociery.
The mass media, for example, were once thought of as holding up
a mirror to, and thereby reflecting, o wider social reality. Now
reality can only be defined by the surface reflections of this mirror.
Sociery has become subsomed within the mass media. It 15 no
longer even a question of distortion, since the termy implics that
there 1s a reality, ourside the surface simulations of the media,
which can be distorted, and this is preaiscly what is ai issue accord-
g to postmodern theory.

This idea, in part, scems to emerge our of onc of rhe direc-
tons taken by inedia and cultural theory. To put ir simply, the
liberal view argued that the media held up a mirror to, and thereby

“reflected in o fairly accurate wanner, a wider socal realiry. The

i radical rejoinder eo chis ins

isted that s varror distorted rather

- than reflected reality. Subseguently, a more abstract and con-

224

ceptual media and cultural theory sugpested that the media played
some part in constructing our sense of social realicy, and our sense
of being a parc of this reality (Carran oz al.: 1982; Bennew: 1982).
It 15 a relatively short step from this (and one which need not be
laken) to the proposition that only the media can constitute our
sense of reafity. To retum to the original metaphor, it is claimed
that this mirror is now the only reality we have.

Morcover, linked 10 this is the notion that in the postmodern
condition it becomes more difficolt 10 distinguish the economy
from popular culture. The realm of consumption — what we
buy and what determines what we buy — is increasingly nfluenced
by popular culture. Consumption is increasingly bound up with
popular culture because popular culture increasingly determines
consumption. For example, we watch more films becanse of che
extended ownership of VCRs, while advertising, which maices
increasimyg use of popular cultural references, plays a more impor-
tant role in deciding what we will buy.

POSTMODERMNISM

An emphuasis on style at the expense of substance

A crudal implication of the first point s thar in a postmodern
wm'ld,.}:cl.u'fnces__ and: style become more important, and evoke in
their turn a kind of “designer ideology’. Or as Harvey puts it

~timages dominate narrative” {19895 pp. 347-348). The argument is !

that we increasingly consume inages and signs lor their own sake

rather than tor their “uscfulness” or for the deeper values they may |

symbolise. We consurne images and signs precisely becaue they are |

images and signs, and disregard questions of ntility and value. This

is evident in popular culture itself where surface and style, what
things look like, and playlulness and jokes, are said to predomi:
nate ar the expense of content, substance and meaning. As a result

5 |

qualitics Iike artistic merit, Integrity, scriousness, authenticity, -

realismy, intellectual depth and strong, narratives eend to be under-
mined. Morcover, virtual reality computer graphics can allow
people to experience various forms of reality at second hand. These
surface simulations cau thercfore potentially replace their real life
counterparts.

The breokdown of the distinction between
art and popular culture

I the first two points are accepted it follows that for postmodern
culture anything can be turned into a joke, reference or quotation
in its eclectic play of styles, simulations and surfaces. 1( popular
cultural signs and media images are taking over in defining our
sense of reality for us, and if this incans that style rakes precedence
over content, then it becomes more dilficult to maintain a mean-
ingful distinction between art and popular culture. There are no
longer any agreed aud inviodable criteria which can serve to dil-
ferentiate art from popular culture. Compare this with the fears of
the mass culture critics that mass cubture would eventually subvery
high culture. The enly difference seems to be chat these critics were
pessintistic about these developments, whercas some, but not all,
postmodern theorists are by contrast optimistic,
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A good exampie ol what postmodernist theory is getting at
is provided by Andy Warhol's multi-imaged prima af Teomardo Da
Vinci’s famous painting The Mona Lisa. This example of pop an
echoes the argument we looked at above of Walier Benjamin’s
{1973}, as well as an carlier jukey version of the same painting by
Marcel Druchamp (McShine: 19891, "The print shows that the
uniguencss, the arnsoc aura, of the Mona Lisa is destroyed by s
infinite reproducibility through the silk screen printing, technigue
emptoyed by Warhol. Instead, it 1s turned into a joke - the print’s
title is “T'hirty are better than One’. Uhis poine is underlined by the
fact that Warhol was renowned for his prints of famous popular
cultural icons like Marilyn Monroc and Elvis Presley as well as of
everyday consumer teins like tins of Campbell’s soup, Coca-Cola
bottles and dollar bills.

One aspect of this process is that art becornes increasingly
integrated into the economy both because it is used w encouvrage

 people to consume through the expanded role it plays in advertis-
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ing., and because it becomes a commercial good i its own right.
Another aspect s that postmodern popular culture refuses ro
respect the precensions and distinetiveness of act. Therefore, the
breakdown of the distnction between art and popular culture, as
well as crossovers between the two, become more prevalent.

Confusions over time and space

It 1s argued here that contemporary and future compressions and
focusing of time and space have led to increasing confusion
and mcoherence tin our sense of space and time, in our maps of
the places where we live, and our ideas about the times in terms
of which we organise our lives. The title and the narratives of
the Back to the Fuinre films capture this point fairly well. The
growing immediacy of global space and dme resulting {rom
ithe dominance of the mass media means that our previously
Lunificd and coherent ideas about space and rime begin 1o be under-
mined, and become distorted and confused. Rapid international
flows of capital, money, informacion and culeare disript the linear
unitics of time, and the established distances of geographical
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space. Because of the speed and scope of modern mass communi-
cations, and the relative case and rapidity with which people
and information can travel, time and space become less stable and s
comprehensible, and more “contused and incoherent (1 Tarvey:
1989, part 3).

Postmodern popular culture 15 seen 1w express these confu-
sions and distortions. As such, it is less likely to reflect coherent
senses of space or time. Some idea of this argument can be
obtained by trying 1o identifly the locanons used in some pop
videos, the linear narratives of some recent flms or the times and
spaces crossed ina typical evening of television viewing. In short,
postniodern popular culture is a culture sars frontiéres, outside
history. ' '

S

The decline of metanarrotives

The loss of a sense of history as a conunuous, linear “narrative’, a
clear secquence of events, 1s dicatve of the argument that, in the
postmodern world, metanarratives are in decline. 'This point
about the decline of metanarratives arises out of the previous argu-
ments we have noied. Metanarratives, examples of which include

religion, science, art, moderaism and Marxism, make absolute,
wniversal and all-embracing claims to knowledpe and  wruth,
TPostmodernist theory is highly sceptical about these metanarra-

tives, and argues that they are mcreasingly open to criticism. In
the postmodern world they are disincegrating, their vahdity and
legitimacy are in declive. Tt is becoming increasingly difficult for
people to organise and interprer their fives in the light of meta-
narratives ol whaiever kind. This argmment would  dierelore

include, for example, the declining significance of religion as a '’
metanarrative in postmodern socictics. Postmodernism has been
particnlarly critical of the metanarrative of Marxism and its claim
to absolute truth, as it has been of any theory which tries to read
a pattern of progress nto history.®

The consequence of this is that postmodernism rejects the
claims of any theory to absolure knowledge, or of any social
practice to universal validity. So, for example, on the one hand :'
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there are movements in the natural or hard sciences away from
deterministic and absolute metanarranives towards more contin-
gent and probabilistic claims to the truch, while on the other hand
people appear o be moving away from the metanarrative of life
long, monogamous marriage towards a series of discrete if sall
monogamous ‘refationships” (Harvey: 1989; p. 95 Lash and Urry:
1987; p. 298). The diverse, iconoclastic, referential and collage like
character of postmodern papular culture clearly draws inspiration
from the dedline of metanarratives.

Contemporary popular culture and postmadernism
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I eow want to look mare closely at some examples of popular
culture in order to see if the exastence of postmodernism can
be detected. Clearly, what follows is by no mcans systematic
or exhaustive, 1L 1s necessarily sclective and is meant to represent a
search for certain elemuents and erends in popular culture with a
view to providing a prelunminary assessment of the probléms
I have posed. It should therefore clarify the nature of post
inodermism.

Architecture

This is a particulazly appropriate example to use since, during the
twenticth century, groups of architeers have identilied theselves
as ‘modernist’ or “postmodernist’. These terms have subsequently
been used to describe contemnporary buildings.” The argument here
is that modernism, which first cae 10 prominence in the 1920s,
has based itself upon a radical vejection of all previous forms of
architecture, and has insisted char buildings and architecnuee have
to be created ancw according to rational and scientific principles.
Functionality and efficiency, high rise, screamlined, glass and
concrele structures, and a disregard for the past and for context,
have all become its hallmarks. It has soughe to rellect, celebrate
and entrench the dynamista of mduserial modernity throush the
rattonal, scienafic and technical construction of built space.

POSTMODERMISM

Pastmaodernism in architecture rejects this inctanarrative. Its
hallmarks are highly ornate, claborately designed, contextualised
and hrightly coloured buildings, a stress on fictionality and playful-
ness, and the mixing of styles drawn from differend historical periods
in almost random and cclectic fashion. Posanodernism turms build-
ngs into celebrattons of stvle and surface, using architecture to make
jokes about built space. Examples of this include Philip Johnson's
Grandfather Clock shaped building for AT&T in New York,
Charles Maoore’s Piazza lalia in New Orleans, or Richard Rogers’s
Lloyds building in the City of 1London. Rather than build or design
according Lo rationaly scientfic principles, postmodern architee-
ture is said 1o procecd according o the contexe o which
the building 15 1o be placed, and o mix together styles both
classical {for example, Ancient Roman or Greek) and vernacular
{popular cultural signs and icons). [t embraces cultaral defirmoons
and the superiority of style, bringing together ideas and forms
from different times and places. Ie also rejects the privileged
metanarrative of modernist architecture; and  the  distinction
between classical and modernist architecture as art, on the one
hand, and vemacular architecture as popular culture, on the other,
Lus Vegas has therefore, lor example, been seen as hoth an exem-
plar of and inspiration for postmodern architecoure {Venturi ot al.:
1977},

Cinemaoa

Postmodernist arguments clearly concern the visval, and the most
obvious films in which to look for signs of postmaodernism are
those which einphasise style, speclacle, special effects and images,
at the expense of coment, characler, substance, narrative and
social comment, Examples of this include films like Dick Tracey
(1990} or 9% Weeks (1986). But to book only at these films which
deliberarcly avoid realism and sell themscelves on cheir surface
qualitics can obscurc some of the other things which are going
on in contemporary cinema. ' The films dirceted and produced by
Steven Spiclberg and his associates, such as the Indiana Jones
{1981, 1984 and 1989) and Back o the Fufure scrics (1985, 1989
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and 1990}, equally display clements of postmodernism since their
major points of reference, and the sources they most frequently
invoke, arc cardier forms of popular culture such as cartoons, W

fearure scicncee fiction films, and the Saturday morning, movie-

house, adventuare series people of Spiclberg’s generadon would
have viewed in their vouth, Iv is Lkewise argoed that these films
appear to stress spectacle mud aceion through their use of sophisu-
cated techniques and relentless pursuit sequeuces, rather than the
complexities and nuances of clever plotding and character devel-

. opment. Sometunes it 15 sugpested that the narrative demands of

classical realismy are being mereasingly ipnored by postmaodern

©amema. Morcover the Back To The Puture series and other lims
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like Brazit (1985) and Blue Velver (1986) are said 1o be post-
moden because of the way they are based on confusions over time
and space. Others like Who Framed Roger Rabbit? {T988) can he
seen 1o be postmodern because of their deliberate use of distiner
{(cultural and technical) genres: the cartoon strip and the detective
story. Yer others like Body Heat (1981 can be claimed to be post
modern because they are parasitic on the clnema’s past, recycling
—in this exaniple - the crine thriller of the 1940s. They thos
engage i a kind of ‘rewro-vostalpia®, Relued 1o this are filos which
recycle themselves in a number of sequels once the magic box office
formula has been discovered, like the Rocky (1976, 1979, 1982,
1985 and 1990) or Rambo (1982, 1985 and 1988} Alms and the
many other repeats which could be mentioned. This wndency 15
argned o be postmodern partly because it ignores the demands of
artistic originality and novelty associated with modernism. None
the less, it 1s argued 1o be postnodem wainly because 1t goes no
further than recycling the recent past, making films which are
merely imitations ol other s racher than reflections of social
reality.

A Trequently cited example of che postmodern ilm s Blade
Ragsreer (1982) (1 larvey: 1989, chapter 18; Instrell: 1992). Amongst
the more noticeable characteristics of this Alm {which is about Los
Angeles in the carly part of the twenty-first century}, we can
noic how its architectural look, or production design, clearly

mixcs styles from different periods. The buildings which house the
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major corporation have lighting characteristic ol contemporary
skvscrapers hut the oveeall look of ancient temples, while the ‘strect

talk’ consists of words and plirases taken from a whole range of

distinct languages. These architectural and linguistic confusions
can be said to contribute to an elusive sense of time since we appear
to be i the past, the prescat and the future at the same tind, T s a
seience fiction fim which 15 not obviously {uturistic in its design.

This coffect is accentuated in two ways. Tirst, the ‘mon-human

humans’ in the film are not mechanical robots but ‘replicants’,
almost perfect simulations of humau beings. Scecond, the genre of
the film is not clear.'! Tt has been defined as a science fiction Alm,
but i1 is also a detective Glm. Its story unfolds as a detective story,
the hero has many of the character traits we associate with the
‘tough-guy’ policernan or private investigator, and his voice over,
which relates the investigation, draws upon the 1dioms and tone ol
fitrs novir.

Yelevision

Once way of considering television, in the comext of the arguments
of this chapter, is to view it as a postmodern medium in its own
right. Television’s regular dmly and mighi-time Hlows ol images
and information, bring together bits and picees from elsewhere,
constructing its sequences of programmes on the basis of collage
techniques awd surface simulations. Fqually, there are a number of
instructive cxamples of television programmes which can be vsed
Lo assess the emergence of postmodernism. For (he sake of clarty,
I shall confive myself here to one of these examples, the police and
crime serics Migmi Vice (1985-1990), although its distinguishing
features may be found elsewhere.™ There are many other examples
of television programmes which can be used to assess the claims of
postmadernist theory, such as the surreal cult series Twin Peaks
(1990-1991) and Wild Palins (1993).

One of the most important claims made aboul Miami Vice
has concerned its reliance upon style and surface. Commentators
have noted how it cmphasised ity visuals and imagery, pointing
1o the overall look and ambience which the series managed o
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achieve. For example, its exceutive producer, Michael Mann - who
subsequently went on to produce the even more “hyper-real” Crime
Story (1989) - when asked once about the main rule he worked o
when making the programme, is reputed to have replied, ‘no carth
tones”."? The scries was carcfully designed visually in terms of
colour, locations and camera work, When ic first came on in
America, one critical reponse was (o suggest it didn’t conform
to normal television. This refers to the way it seemed more in
keeping, with the grander stylistic and adventurous conventions of
ciema rather than the cosy, intimare and more *realistic” routines
ot television. It was also noticeably differeut from more seemingly
realistic police serics like Tl Strect Bhses (1981-1989). It has also
been compared with filin noir. This visual appeal was as crucial
to the series as the designer clothes worn by its detectives heroes,
and the imaginative day and nighe time images of Miami. The
visual pleasures derived trom style and ‘look’ — locations, sctrings,
people, clothes, interiors, the city — were a erucial motivation in the
makiug and appreciaton of the series. The use of an obtrusive pop
and rock music sound wrack added o these pleasures, representing
something of a departure for the police and crime serics. More
than this, it did not so much rejeer nareative as such, bue rather
parodied and stylised the established conventions of the genre,
while abounding with sclf-conscious references to popular culture.
For example, the conventions of the gangster ilm were often
parodied, while one episode was o more or less straightforward
remake of the western High Noos (1952).

Advertising

This example 1s drawn from television advertising, and is used to
sce 1F it is possible to exemplify further the emergence of post-

f modernism in contemporary popular culiure, The argument lere

232

¢ 18 that advertisernents used o wll us how valuable and useful a
" product was. Now, however, they say less about the product
~directly, and are more concerned with sending up or parodying
“advertising itsclf by citing other adverts, by using references drawn

from popular culture and by sclf-consciously making clear their

POSTMODERN

status as advercisements. This argument recognises that advertising
is always involved in selling things 1o people, but suggests that
these features distinguish those elements of postmodernism which
can be found in contemporary television advertising,.

Advertising has, of course, always been seen as a superlicial
exercise, more involved with surface and style than anything
clse. Bue the point at issue is the changing content and tone of
advertising, the move away irom the simple and direct selling of a
product on the basis ol its value to the consumer, whatever the
visual seyle and trick effects used. Although the inention is still to”
sell, it is contended thar nowadays the postmodern effect 1s:
achicved by seemingly overt cfforts within advertising to under-
mine this purpose. Onee Guinness was supposed to be good tor us.
Now all we see is an acror, in somce obscure serting, drinking a
glass of Guinness withoutr any positive suggestions being made as
to why we should follow sait. Postmodern adverts are more con-
cerned with the cultural representations of the advert than any
qualities the product advertised may have in the outside world, a
trend in keeping with the supposed collapse of ‘reality” inio popu-
lar culture. ‘The stylish look of adversisements, ther clever quota-
tions from popular culture and art, their mimisagas, their concern
with the surfaces ol things, their jokey quips at the expense of
advertising itsell; their self-conscious revelation of the nature
of advertisciments as media  constructions, and  their blatant
recycling of the past, arc all said to be indicarive of the emergence
of pustmedernism m eelevision advertising.

Pop music

[rom the point of view of postmodern theory, the recent history
of popular music can be seen to be warked by a trend towards
the overt aund explicit mixing of styles and gcnrcs__uf_ nwsic in
very direct and sclf-conscious ways.' This has ranged from the
straightforward remixing of alrecady recorded songs from the same
or different eras on the samme record, to the quoting and “tasting’
of distinet musics, sounds and instraments in order o creale new
sub- and pan cultural identitics. Jive Bunny and the Master

15 M
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Mixers, with dheir eclectic succession of pop and rock ’n’ roll
records, are the best exammple of the former, while the mixing and
collage-like constructions of regpac sound systems, rap, house and
hip hop are amongst the best exaroples of the latter. e s
also necessary o include in this category the so-called “art
rack’ musical innovacons and mixing ol siyles associated with
groups like Talking Tleads, and performers like Lauric Anderson,
together with the self-conscious ‘reinvennion of disco™ by the et

Shop Bovs.

Whatever the respective musical and political merits of these
new departares, or the scale of their influence, they can be arpued
to be postmodern. They are concerned with collage, pastiche and
quotation, with the mixing of styles which remain musically
and hustorically distiuct, with the random and sclecrive pasting
together of different musics and styles, with the rejection of divi-
sions between serious and fun or pup wwsic and with the atrack
on the notion of rock as a serious artistic music which merits the
high cutrural accolade of the respecuul concert (a trend identified
with punk}. By contrase, ‘modernist’ popular music can be under-
stood as an atempt o fashion new and distingt forms out of
previous styles. So what was distinetive about rock "n® roll, lor
example, was not the fact that it, too, borrowed from and based
itsell upon alrcady existing muwsical styles, but that it used these
styfes 1o construct something new. Rock "” roll) as is commonly
suggested, arose out of the cross-cutting mifluences exerted by
country and western, on the one hand, and urban rhythm w blues,
on the ocher. The result was noi, 10 1s argued, a postmodern
amalgam in which country and rhyrhm *n” blues siaved recogais-
ably the same, but a novel and original fusion called rock "w’ roll,
Simtlarly with soul music. "This is said to have arisen out of 1he
coming together ol gospel and blues within black  American
culwire, Yet again the consequence was said to be something
strikingly new and different, not a sound which maimtained the
relatively separate identities of gospel and blues. Put very simply
and crudely the argnment about the transition between modernism

and postmaodernisny in pop music can be scen 1o be associaied with
roll in the late 19508, and the Beatles

1

I']'I(_‘ movement FI'()II'I rock 'n
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and Tamla Motown w the 19645, to jive Bunny, Music Mixing
and *art rock” and *straight” pop in the 1980s,

The emergence of postmodernism

So far | have tried 1o outline what is meant by the term postmod-
ernism, and have shown how clements of it may be found i some
leading examples of popular media culrure. Just how extensive and
gencral these indications are, however, is something which has to
be questioned, as 1 shall argue in my conclusion. Before that we
need to look al another aspect of postn‘ludcrll thcury‘ This con
cerns 1es understanding of the social and histoncal conditions
under which posimodernism emerges.”” This is bovud up with the
defimug features of postmaodernism, aud should allow us to clarity
further the arguments associated with this theory,

Consumerism and media-saturation

Tostmodernisin has links with some long-scanding ideas about the
scale and clfects of conswmerism and media-sataration as cenrral
aspects of the modern devedopment of industrial, capitalist sock
ctics. One illustration of this is the attepl to acconnt for the
emergence of postmodernism in terms of the argument thar during
the twenticth century the economic needs of capitalism have shifted
from production to consumption. This suggests that once the meajor
need of capitalist societies was to establish their conditions of pro-
duciion. The machines and factories for the manufacturing of
goods had 1o be built and continually updated; heavy industrics
concerned with basic matecials, like iron and stecl, and energy, had
to be fostered; the infrasteucture of a capitalist cconomy — roads,
rail, communications, education, a welfave state, e, — had to be
laid down; and the work force had to be raught the *work cethic’,
the discipline required by industrial labour. All this meant that con-
sumption had to be sacrificed to the needs of production.

Once a fully functioning system of capitalist producuion has
beetr cstablished, however, the need for consnmption to grow
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beging to emerge, and then people need to acquire a leisure or
conswmer ethic in addition to a wark cthic. Now it would be
simple-minded o sugpest that consumpton is only a Gaicly recent
development in the history of capitalism or thar the problems of
capitalist production have necessarily been resolved, Bue the poine
being made is that in an advanced capitalist socicty like Britain,
the need for people (o consuine has become as important, il not
strategically more mmpartant, than the need for people to produce.
Increased affluence and leisure-tinie, and the ability of signilicant
sections of the working class 1o engage in certain types of con-
spicuous consumption, have in their turn served o accentuare this
process. Tlence, the growth of consumer crediy, dic expansion of
agencies bke advertising, marketing, design and public relations,
encouraging people to consume, and the emergence of a post-
modern popular culture which celebrares consumerisn, hedonism
and style,

In this process the media obviously become more important.
T'he rise of modern forms ol inass communications, and the assoc -
ated proliferation of popular media culeure, therefore become
central to the explanatory framework of posemodern theary, What
15 mferred from this is that cthe mass media have become so central
o connnuncation and informagion flows within and between mod-
ern societies (and consequently the popular culture they broadeast
and promote has come increasingly o define and channoel everyday
lifc in these societics} that they, along with consumerisin, have given
rise to the characteristic Jeawres of postmodernism described above.
The world, it is argued, will increasingly consist ol media screens
and popular cultural images — TVs, VDUs, videos, computers, cown-
puter games, personal stereos, adverts, theme parks, shopping malls,
“letitious capital” or credit — which are pare and parcel of the trends
towards postmodern popular culiure.

New middle-class occupations ond consumer markets

Consumerism and media-saturation have been conceived of as
overly absiract processes with their own auconomous logics, but
they can be given some social grounding if changes in the class and
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15 This means

occupational structures are taken info consideration.,
it can be argued thae the increasing importance of consumption

and the media in modern socienies has given rise to new occupa-

tions {or changed the role and character of older ones) involved -

Lo encourage people to consume, more frequently, a
15 that
some proups have ro be held responsible for producing post-

with the need

greater number and varicty of commodities. The idea here

modernism, however unaware they may be abour whar they are
dotng. Tlence it can be suggested thal certain “postmodern’ occu-
pations have emerged which function to develop and promote
postmodern popular culture. These occupations involve the con-
struction of postmodernism. They are claimed to be both creating
and manipulating or playing with cuttural symbols and nedia
images so as to encourage and extend consnmerism. 'This argument

trics to accomnt for the growing importance of occupations like
advertising, marketing, design, architecture, journalism and tele- -
vision production, others like accountancy and finance associated
with ncreased consnmer credit, and those like social work,”

therapists of one kind or another, teachers, lecturers and so on,
associated with the definition and selling of notions of psycho-
logical and personal fulfibuent and growth. All these cccupations
are said to be among the most imporlant in determining the taste

patterns for the rest of the society. They exert an important infhy-

ence over other people™s life-siyles, and values or ideologies (while

expressing their own as well).

These new middle-class occupations, which cater for the
variety of conssmer markets already existing or in the process of
being formed, are crucial to the development ol a postmodern pop-
ular culture. They entail being conversant with the media and
popular culeure, both of which have (o be wsed and manipulated
in order for the appropriate occupational work to be cartied out.
This is further linked 1o the propositton that the coltural ideolo-
gics and identities of these occupational groups are becoming
increasingly  postinodern. At least, certain siguilicant seciions
within these groups can be deseribed in this way. Both the nature
of the work they carry our and the need to distinguish themselves
as 4 status group from others in the hierarchy of taste can be scen
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as being conducive to their elabaration of a postmodern ideology
and life-seyle. Their quest for caltural power keads then towards
postmodernism and away from the coltures of other classes, such
as the high culture of the radigoual middle-class inelligensia. '

The erosion of collective and personal identities

The interpretation of identity, be it personal or collective, has
becomne a crucal issue in the debates raised by postmodern
theory.”® The specific claimy thar have been made about identity
i these debates Turnish us with another st of reasons for the
emergence of posimodernism. The overall case that can be exam-
ined here docs not claim that a simple process of decline has
occurred but that a Emited and dependable set of coherent ident-
ties have begun to fragment into a diverse and unstable scries of
| compering identities. The crosion of once secure collective ident
ties has led to the incrcasing fragmentation of personal wlentities.
It is argued that we have witmessed che gradual disappearance of
traditional and Lighly valued (rames of relerence in terms of which
people could define themselves and cheir place in society, and s
feel relatively secure i their personal and collective identities,
 These traditional sources of identity — social chass, the extended

pand nuclear family, local communaitics, the ‘acighbourhood’, rele-
fgion, rrade wnions, the nadon state -- are said to be in decline as a
%rcsult of tendencies in modern capitalism like increasingly rapid
and wide scale rates of social change. ‘Economic globalisation’, for
example, the tendency for imvestinent, production, marketing
and distribution w ke place oo an internatioual basis above and
beyond the nation state or the local community, is seen as an
important reason for the gradual erosion ol these traditional
sources of identity. Transnational cconomic processes erode the
signtficance of local and national industrics and, thereby, the oce-
pational, communal and familial identitics they could once sustain.

This argument then goes on o suggest that these problems
arc exacerbated because no comparable and viable forms cmerpe
which can take the place of traditional sources of identity. No new
institutions or beliefs arise to give people a secure and coherent
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sense of chemselves, the times in which they live and their place in
society. Those features of contemporary societics which are novel
or which represent the prominence of previously secondary trends,
like the demands of consumerism or watching television, are nol
thought to offcr satisfactory and worthwhile alternatives. In fact,
they cncourage the features associated with  postmodernism.
Consumerism by its very nature is scen to foster a sell-centred indi-
vidualism which disrupts the possibilicies for solid and stable iden-
tities. 'Lelevision has similar cffects because itis both individualistic
and universal, People relate to television purely as individual
viewers cut off frem wider and more genutne social ties, while
relevision rvelates back to people as individual and anonymous
members of an abstract and universal audience, In both cases, the
wider collectivities to which people might belong, and the legiti-
mate ideas in which they might believe, tend to be ignored, croded
ot fragmented. Neither consumerism nor television form genuvine
sources of identity and beliel, but since there are no dependable
alternatives, popular culture and the masy media come to serve
as the only frames of reference available for the conswruction of
collective and personal identities.

The limits of postmodernism

In assessing the emergence of postmodernism wiathin contemporary
popular culture | have not been able to present an extensive sutvey,
but it is clearly possible to find examples which clarify the claims
ol postmodernist theory. T now want o question these claims.
There are two ways in which 1 shall try to do this: one will be to
take a critical look at some of the central argmpents of postmodern
theory; the other will be to examine critically the claims it makes
about a particular arca of popular culture,

First of all, the idea that the mass media take over ‘reality’
clearly exapgerates their importance. The mass media are impor-
tant, but not that important. This assertion sometimes seems (0 be
more in keeping with an idcology of the media which arises from
the interests of those working in, and controlling, the media, Tt has
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less to commend it as a2 serious analysis in view of s Tailure to
identify the precise characrer of this importance, and to provide
empirical grounds for the claims i makes. It also ignores the point
that other factors, ke work and the family, contribure o the
construction of ‘reality”. The relared idea that popular media
culeure regulates consumption rests upen unsubstantiated assump-
tions ahout people’s behaviour as consumers. Equally, ir fails to
recognise how uscful the commodities are which people buy, and
neglects the fact char the ability to consume s restricted by
econonmc and cultural inequalities. Morcover, the notion that
reality” has unploded mside the media such that it can only be
deflimed by the media is equally questionable. Most people would
probably sull be able wo distinguish between che ‘realiey” created by
the media, and that which exists elsewhere, OF course, if reality
has really “imploded” into the media, how would we know it has
happened? We could only rely on the media o el uy that it had,
but why should we erust them?

Those theorists who think postmodernism is emerping seeimn
to be cchoing many of the anxictics and fears expressed much
carlicr by mass culture and Frankfurt School critics.™ This is evi-
dent i a number of the arguments put forward by postmodern
theory. For example, the ideas that collective and  personal
identities are being croded, that ioder popular culture is a trash
culture, that arve is under threat and that the colarged role of the
mass madia allows them o exercise a powerlul ideological influ
ence over their audiences, all provide clear evidence {or chis point;
ncither arc enltural pessimism, and concern over working clags
consumption, anything new; nor is the emplicd distinction between
a modernist past when the world was a better place to live in, and
the postmaodern present and future when things can only go on
getong worse and worse. Not ounly 1s too much significance given
1o consumerism and the power of media like television, but the
claimg thai are made are rarely substanuated by any cvidence. In
addition, little attention is piven to such things as the nature of
people’s daily lives, popular ateitudes towards consumption, the
continuity of identitics and the possibility of alternative identities
emerging in the course of time.
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Another major difficufty with posanodernism lies in ity
assumption that metanarranives are in decline, Tn the first place,
what 15 postmodernism, afeer all) it it s not another metanarrative?
It presents a definite view of knowledge and its acquisition, together
with a zeneral account of the significant changes it sees aeeurring i
modern societies. It presumes to tell us something true about the
world, and knows why it is able to do this. Tt is therefore dithicult
to see why postmodernisin should not be thonght of as a meta-
marrative. [f it is indeed another meianarrative, how can they be in
decline? It could be suggested thac posrmodernism is the last of
the metanarratives. But would it be possible to argue this except
on the basis of another metanarrarive since it involves making a
claim ro know somcthing? It would scem that, far from meta-
narratives being in decline, they arc something we cannot do
without. However, because postmodernism has to be regarded as a
metanarrative despite its protestanons, 1€ does noc follow that we
are justificd in continuing, to think n terms of established meta-
narcatives like Marxism and modermismn.

It is apparent that developients in technology and com-
mumications have had significant cffects on the speed with which
information, images and people can be transported around the
world. They arc theretore in line with postmodernst claims
abour space and time. As a result, the seose that people now
have of time and space inust have changed wheu compared wich
previous generations. But again the opportunities to expericnce
these changes may be wnegually distributed. They may be more
available 10 some classes and occupational groups as opposed
to others, Morcover, why shoukl these changes be qualitatively
distingr from those associated with the invention of the acro-
plane and the cinema? We need to know about the history within
which these changes can be understood, and not succumb o a
surprisingly positivistic faith in technology. If we are going to
tatk about changes then we must presumably enpage in some
kind of historical evaluation, Another reason to be sceptical of
the claims ol postmodern theory is the fact that the effects of these
dramatic changes in time and space upon people’s lives remain
relatively  unexamined, the changes 1 people’s consciousness
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scemingly bring assumed to follow automatically from techno-
logical changes.

Postmodcernist claimas about the breakdown of the distincrion
between art and popular culture have a certain plausibilicy, parric-
ubarly since they seem to relate to the practices and ideologics of
certain occupational groups. However, these claims appear to be
larpely coufined to these groups. There are, in fact, a number of
difficulties with the idea thar such a breakdown is occurring.
First, il art and popular colture can sall be distinguished from
each other, then how far can the breakdown be said to have
gone? Second, postmodern culture has been distinguished from
other iypes of culture. Therelore the possibility of using criteria
to distinguish between cultural products does noc disappear with
postmodernism. If we take the posimodern argument at face value,
the potential for cultural discrimination must remain under post-
modernism. Otherwise, how can postmodernism be distinguished

“from other types of colture? Third, the postmodern popualar cul-
ture produced by certain occupational groups within the cultural

industries is cleacly not just concerned with a celebratory populism
or a know-nothing relativismn. The quotes and references that are
part of this process are meant 1o appeal to those “clever’ cnough

_to spot the source of the quote or reference. Rather than dismant
“ling the hierarchy of aesthetic and cultaral taste, posunodernism
“erects a new one, placing, itselt at the top. Lastly, it can be srpued

that most people do diserimunate in therr cultural consumption
and appreciation, cven if they do not do so it order to conform with
the demands of the hicrarchy of art and mass culture, or of post
mnodermisi,

Il we look at the examples of pupular culture | discussed
brieflly above, there appear 1o be changes i the direction of post
maodernism, most notably 1 the areas of architecture and adver-
tising. Howcever, 1t s difhcult ro apply this conclusion equally o
all arcas of popular culture. In pargicular, its relevance Lo an
account of changes in the cinema is Iimited, and 1 shall conclude
by looking briefly at this example. No doubt there are aspects
of contemporary cnema which can be called postmodern, bur 2
number of siguificant problems cinerge if the histery of cinema is
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taken into consideration 2 The changes which can be called post-
modern, described above, cither are not as novel as is claimed or
are simply misunderstood.

Popular cinema has always been concerned with presenting,
spectacle to a large audicnce. From its very carly days, cincma
appealed to its audience an the basis of the spectacular events it
could bring to the screen. To say that postmodernism is concerned
with spectacte is to forger this history and to misconstrue the
nature of cinema. Obviously, the speciacles screened today are dif-
ferent, in terms of what can be achieved, from those at the torn of
the century. None the less, given these different technical and
cultural contexts, there is no reason to suppose that one era has
heen more concerned with spectacle than another. Furthermore,
storics remain an important aspect of the appeal of contemporary
cinema. ‘Fhe Back to the Fuiwre films may exemplify postmodern
claims about confusions over time and space but they are equally
held tagether by strong and complex narrarives. Likewise, a spec-
tacular film like Blzde Runner has a story about the mispuided
attempts by scicnce to replicate human life, and the tragic fates
its ‘replicants’ suffer, a theme which gocs back 1o Mary Shelley’s
Framkensiein novel,

From the postmodern point of view, contemporary cinema is
scen to be indulging in nostalgia, living off its past, ransacking
it for ideas, recycling its tmages and plots and cleverly citing it 1
self-conscious postmodern paradics. "This view also implics that
postmodern popular culture is idennifiable by its self-conscious
awareness of its status as a cultural product. Yet again, this exag-
gerates the novelty of these kinds of developments and miscon-
straes their character and their history. The repeat and the sequel
have been part of the way cinema has worked from s earlicst
stapes. Initially it made use of other forms of popular culture tike
the stage, the newspaper and the novel, and very soon these media
fed off cach other for ideas and stosics. As it grew, cinema remade
films that had been made before. For example, that model of
narrative realism The Maltese Falcon (19471) was in fact the third
film to be made from TIammett’s original novel, while between
1908 aud 1920 six film versions of Robert Louis Stevenson’s Dr
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Jelevlt and Mr Hyde were released (Maldn: 1991 Wood: 1988).

Similarly, the history of cinema throws up numerous examples
of the film sequel; including those which involved 4 whole series of
repeats. The Sherlock Hobmes (1922-1985), Tarzan (1918-1989)
and Thin Man (1934-1947) scries are obvious examples, but a
cursory survey will reveal a number of other cases (Malting 1991),
Similarly, King Komg {1933} spawned Son of Komg {1933),
and Mighty Joe Young (1949). Morcover, it can be cited as an
example of a filin which reflects self-consciously upon s seatus
as a cultural product, due to the way 1t deals directly with film-
malking and spectacle (Kawin: 1986).

Insofar as it 1s possible to generalise, film genres can be said
to depend upon a delicate blend of repetition and surprisc. As
Neale has argued, the historically variable character of genres, the
mixing together of genres, the difficulty of allocating particuiar
films to speaific genres, together with the confused or hybrid nature
of Alm genres as a whaole, are all features te be lound throughout
the history of cinema rather than being unique o recent filims
{Neale: 1990). Similarly, the parody of genres has 2 much Tonger
history than is allowed for by postmodern theary, as does the
pertod film which tries to reconstruce an carlicr period of history
in a highly stylised manncr. Westerns and gangster films readily
come 1o mind as relevant examples in this context. Neither is what
postmodern theory has to say about nostalgia films, those fAlms
said to be parasitic on the past history of cinema, that convine-
ing.2! There are clearly films which can be called nostalgia filis.
But many Alms which arc evaluated in this way seem to be more
mportantly concerned with reinventing and reviving penres, aud
establishing their contemporary relevance, sather chan repeating
wlat has gone before. For example, Body Heat (1981) is some-
tmies seen as a nostalgia Glm but, far from mercely recycling the
past, 1L is a film which tees 1o update cinematc images and motifs
about sex, desire and fare.

This discussion has wied w indicate some of the difficultics
confronted by postmodernism and s interprefation of modemn
cinema. 'The signs of postmodernism to be detected in certain arcas
of contemporary popular culture may well be quite partial and
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speciic, It is reasonable to suppose that an examination of uther
arcas will reveal problems similar to those arising from my
brief survey of cinema. While it cannot be dismissed completely,
postmodernism scems subject to severe theoretical and ¢mpirical
limitations. 1t is cortainly inadequate as a basis for developing, a

sociology of popular culture.
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