
To Jessamyn Blau 
Milwaukee, May 1, 1985 

I would like to pass on to you a few thoughts which are merely 
intended to raise certain problems concerning the term 
"postmodern", without wanting to resolve them. By doing this, 
I do not want to close the debate but rather to situate it, in 
order to avoid confusion and ambiguity. I have just three 
points to make: 

1. First, the opposition between postmodernism and 
modernism, or the Modern Movement (1910-1945) in archi
tecture. According to Portoghesi, the rupture of postmodernism 
consists in an abrogation of the hegemony of Euclidean 
geometry (its sublimation in the plastic poetics of "De Stijl", for 
example). To follow Gregotti, the difference between 
modernism and postmodernism would be better characterised 
by the following feature: the disappearance of the close bond 
which once linked the project of modern architecture to an 
ideal of the progressive realisation of social and individual 
emancipation encompassing all humanity. Postmodern archi
tecture finds itself condemned to undertake a series of minor 
modifications in a space inherited from modernity, condemned 
to abandon a global reconstruction of the space of human 
habitation. The perspective then opens onto a vast landscape, 
in the sense that there is no longer any horizon of universality, 
universalisation or general emancipation to greet the eye of 
postmodern man, least of all the eye of the architect. The 
disappearance of the Idea that rationality and freedom are 
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progressing would explain a "tone", style or mode specific to 
postmodern architecture. I would say it is a sort of "bricolage": 
the multiple quotation of elements taken from earlier styles or 
periods, classical and modern; disregard for the environment, 
etc. 

One point about this perspective is that the "post-" of 
"postmodernism" has the sense of a simple succession, a 
diachronic sequence of periods in which each one is clearly 
identifiable. The "post-" indicates something like a conversion: 
a new direction from the previous one. 

Now this idea of a linear chronology is itself perfectly 
"modern". It is at once part of Christianity, Cartesianism and 
Jacobinism: since we are inaugurating something completely 
new, the hands of the clock should be put back to zero. The 
very idea of modernity is closely correlated with the principle 
that it is both possible and necessary to break with tradition 
and institute absolutely new ways ofliving and thinking. 

We now suspect that this "rupture" is in fact a way of 
forgetting or repressing the past, that is to say, repeating it 
and not surpassing it. 

I would say that, in the "new" architecture, the quotation of 
motifs taken from earlier architectures relies on a procedure 
analogous to the way the dream-work uses diurnal residues 
left over from life past, outlined by Freud in the 
Traumdeutung. This destiny of repetition and/or quotation -
whether it is taken up ir onically, cynically or naively - is in 

any event obvious if we think of the tendencies which a t 
present dominate painting under the names of trans
avantgardism, neo-expressionism, and so forth. I will return to 
this a bit later. 

2. This departure from architectural "postmodernism" leads 
me to a second connotation of the term "postmodern" (and I 
have to admit th at I'm no stran ger to its misunderstandin g). 

The general idea is a trivial one. We can observe and 
establish a kind of decline in the con fidence whi<·h, for Lwo 
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centuries, the West invested in the principle of a general 
progress in humanity. This idea of a possible, probable or 
necessary progress is rooted in the belief that developments 
made in the arts, technology, knowledge and freedoms would 
benefit humanity as a whole. It is true that ascertaining the 
identity of the subject who suffered most from a lack of 
development - the poor, the worker or the illiterate -
continued to be an issue throughout the 19th and 20th 
centuries. As you know, there was controversy and even war 
between liberals, conservatives and "leftists" over the true 
name to be given the subject whose emancipation required 
assistance. Yet all these tendencies were united in the belief 
that initiatives, discoveries and institutions only had 
legitimacy insofar as they contributed to the emancipation of 
humanity. 

Mter two centuries we have become more alert to signs 
which would indicate an opposing movement. Neither 
liberalism (economic and political) nor the various marxisms 
have emerged from these blood-stained centuries without 
attracting accusations of having perpetrated crimes against 
humanity. We could make a list of proper names - places, 
people, dates - capable of illustrating or substantiating our 
suspicions. Following Theodor Adorno, I have used the name 
"Auschwitz" to signify just how impoverished recent Western 
history seems from the point of view of the "modern" project of 
the emancipation of humanity. What kind of thought is 
capable of "relieving'' Auschwitz - relieving [re lever] in the 
sense of aufheben - capable of situating it in a general, 
empirical, or even speculative process directed towards 
universal emancipation? There is a sort of grief in t he 
Zeitgeist . It can fmd expression in reactive, even reactionary, 
a ttit udes or in utopias - but not in a positive orientation which 
would open up a new perspective. 

Technoscientific development has become a means of 
deepening the ma lahw rnlher than allaying it It is no longer 

fl l 



THE POS1'MODERN EXPLAINED TO CHILDREN 

possible to call development progress. It seems to proceed of its 
own accord, with a force, an autonomous motoricity that is 
independent of ourselves. It does not answer to demands 
issuing from man's needs. On the contrary, human entities _ 
whether social or individual- always seem destabilised by the 
results and implications of development. I am thinking of its 
intellectual and mental results as well as its material results. 
We could say that humanity's condition has become one of 
chasing after the process of the accumulation of new objects 
(both of practice and of thought). 

As you might imagine, understanding the reason for this 
process of complex:ification is an important question for me _ 
an obscure question. We could say there exists a sort of 
destiny, or involuntary destination towards a condition that is 
incre~singly c~m~lex. The needs for security, identity and 
ha~pmess sprmgmg from our immediate condition as Jiving 
bemgs, as social beings, now seem irrelevant next to this sort 
of constraint to complexify, mediatise, numerise, synthesise, 
and modify the size of each and every object. We are like 
Gullivers in the world of technoscience: sometimes too big 
sometimes too small, but never the right size. From thi~ 
~erspective, the insistence on simplicity generally seems today 
like a pledge to barbarism. 

On this same point, the following issue also has to be 
elaborated. Humanity is divided into two parts. One faces the 
challenge of complexity, the other that ancient and terrible 
challenge of its own survival. This is perhaps the most 
im~ortant . aspect of the failure of the modern project _ a 
proJect whtch, need I remind you, once applied in principle to 
the whole of humanity. 

3. I will give my third point - the most complex - the 
s~ortest treatment. The question of postmodernity is also, or 
f~rst of all, _a question of expressions of thought: in art, 
bterature, phllosophy, politics. 
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We know that in the domain of art, for example, or more 
precisely in the visual and plastic arts, the dominant view 
today is that the great movement of the avant-gardes is over 
and done with. It has, as it were, become the done thing to 
indulge or deride the avant-gardes - to regard them as the 
expression of an outdated modernity. 

I do not like the term avant-garde, with its military 
connotations, any more than anyone else. But I do observe that 
the true process of avant-gardism was in reality a kind of 
work, a long, obstinate and highly responsible work concerned 
with investigating the assumptions implicit in modernity. I 
mean that for a proper understanding of the work of modern 
painters, from say Manet to Duchamp or Barnett Newman, we 
would have to compare their work with anamnesis, in the 
sense of a psychoanalytic therapy. Just as patients try to 
elaborate their current problems by freely associating 
apparently inconsequential detaj)s with past situations -
allowing them to uncover hidden meanings in their lives and 
their behaviour - so we can think of the work of Cezanne, 
Picasso, Delaunay, Kandinsky, Klee, Mondrian, Malevich and 
finally Duchamp as a "perlaboration" (durcharbeiten) per

formed by modernity on its own meaning. 
If we abandon that responsibility, we will surely be 

condemned to repeat, without any displacement, the West's 
"modem neurosis" - its schizophrenia, paranoia, etc., the 
source of the misfortunes we have known for two centwies. 

You can see that when it is understood in thls way, the 
"post-" of "postmodern" does not signify a movement of 
comeback, flashback or feedback, that is, not a movement of 
repet ition but a procedure in "ana-": ~ proc~dure of analysis, ( 
anamnesis, anagogy and anamorphos1s wh1ch elaborates an 

"initial forgett ing". 
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