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ART AND CULTURE IN THE WORK 
OF FREDRIC JAMESON

E rn est  Ž enko

I

It has o ften  b een  n o ted  th a t F redric Jam eson  is “probably  the  m ost 
im p o rtan t cu ltu ra l critic w riting in English today,”1 or, as Perry A nderson p u t 
it in  his in tro d u c tio n  to ja m e so n ’s Selected Writings on the Postmodern, “the m ost 
a rresting  an d  im pressive th eo rist o f postm odern ism ”.2

First o f  all, I w ould like to p o in t o u t that there is a considerable problem  
re la ted  to the acceptance o f his theory. I share the opinion tha t the acceptance 
o f his w ork in general, and  particularly  his writings on  cu lture, postm odernity  
an d  globalization, are culturally  dep en d en t, and  therefo re  far from  being 
universal, even if we reg ard  them  within the so called W estern  W orld.

A lthough  Jam eson  can be  considered a central figure in contem porary  
th eo re tic a l th o u g h t an d  cu ltu ra l debates w ithin the U n ited  States (and  
probably  in  C anada), un til recently  he  had received relatively little critical 
a tten tio n  w ithin W estern  E urope. As Sean H om er po in ted  o u t in a 1998 book 
ab o u t Jam eso n ,'1 one  does n o t find  the sheer welter o f  in troducto ry  and  
expository texts th a t one  does for m ost m ajor con tinen tal theorists (D errida, 
B audrillard , Foucault, etc.) .4 How can we account for this relative ignorance?

T h e first reason  is probably  a consequence o f the fate o f M arxism in 
Europe. “W hile Marxism and  work within a Marxist framework have undergone

1 This is an often-repeated quotation from Colin MacCabe from his Preface to jam eson’s 
book The Geopolitical Aesthetics: Cinema and Space in the World System, Indiana University 
Press, B loom ington 1995, p. ix.

2 Cf. Fredric Jam eson, The Cultural Turn: Selected Writings on the Postmodern,1983-1998, 
Verso, London 1998.

3 Sean H om er, Fredric Jameson: Marxism, Hermeneutics, Postmodernism, Polity Press, 
Cam bridge, 1998, p. 2.

4 His Reader actually appeared  in 2000. Jameson Reader (ed. Michael H ardt), Blackwell, 
2000.
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a significant revival in the US since the early 1970s, in co n tin en ta l E u ro p e  
there has been  an unrem itting  ‘dem arxification’, to use Jam eso n ’s term  
M arxism has been  displaced by alternative theore tical discourses, such as 
structuralism , deconstruction, and  psychoanalysis, b u t its dec lin ing  in fluence 
m u s t b e  also  se e n  in  th e  c o n te x t  o f  p o li t ic s  a n d  so c ie ty  a t  la rg e :  
“Eurocom m unism , Maoism and  Trotskyism all in th e ir d iffe ren t ways suffered  
political defeat in the 1970s and  proved u n ab le  to m ee t the  asp ira tions o f a 
generation  radicalized through the stu d en t protests o f 1968 and  the em erg ing  
new social m ovem ents.”1’

Jam eson  is, o f  course first and  fo rem ost a M arxist th in k er an d  insists on  
the con tinu ing  relevance o f trad itional M arxist concepts, in c lu d in g  history, 
class struggle, reification, com m odity fetishism  and  the  totalizing n a tu re  o f 
(late) capitalism. In his view, the radically ch an g ed  political an d  theo re tica l 
clim ate does no t m ean that M arxism shou ld  be ab an d o n ed , b u t th a t it shou ld  
re th in k  som e or m ost o f its fundam en tal tenets. J a m e so n ’s w ork th e re fo re  
rem ains within the Hegelian-M arxist fram ew ork, fo rm ulating  a k ind  o f  non- 
dogm atic Marxist cultural practice tha t he  finds app rop ria te  for late capitalism .

T h e  second reason for the relative ignorance o fjam e so n  is the h istorical 
specificity o f his discourse. His work is often  criticized fo r being  historically 
and  culturally too constrained and, m oreover, as specifically N o rth  A m erican. 
“His overrid ing  concern  with the  universalization  o f  capitalism  an d  with 
th ink ing  o r represen ting  the totality o f the  w orld econom ic system c a n n o t be 
separated  from  his position as a theo rist w ithin the only country , the  U n ited  
States, th a t can at p resen t aspire to global hegem ony .”7

It is therefore no t a surprise then , th a t his specific u n d ers ta n d in g  o f  the  
so-called “T h ird  W orld” can be p roblem atic , especially fo r “T h ird  W o rld ” 
readers. In one o f his essays abou t “T h ird  W orld” lite ra tu re  we can  find  an  
exam ple o f overgeneralizing, showing his d istan t view: “Third-w orld texts, even 
those w hich are seem ingly private an d  invested w ith a p ro p e rly  lib id inal 
dynam ic -  necessarily pro ject a political d im ension  in the  form  o f n a tional 
allegory: the story of the private individual destiny is always an allegory of the embattled 
situation o f the public third-world culture and society."* T o  substan tiate  this claim  
Jam eson proposes a read ing  o f a work by (only) two writers, o n e  C hinese (Lu 
X un) and  one  Senegalese (O usm ane Sem bsne). T h e  question  is, how  is it 
possible to reduce the heterogeneity  an d  diversity o f “T h ird  W orld” lite ra tu re

5 Hom er, op. cit., p. 4.
11 Ibid., p. 5.
7 Ibid., p. 2.
8 Fredric Jam eson, “Third W orld L iterature in an Age of M ultinational Capitalism ”, 

Social Text, vol. 15 (1986), p. 69.

1 2 8



to  only two exam ples, an d  is it really possible to say tha t all “T h ird  W orld” 
lite ra tu re  always constitu tes national allegories?

J a m e s o n ’s overly to ta liz in g  logic, w hich treats “T h ird  W orld” as a 
h o m o g en eo u s w hole, is a p rob lem atic  concept, and  as Aijaz A hm ad, a w riter 
from  Pakistan, n o ted  after read in g  Jam eso n ’s essay: “I realized that what was 
b e in g  theo rized  was, am ong  m any o th er things, myself. Now, I was bo rn  in 
In d ia  and  I am  a Pakistani citizen; I write poetry in U rdu , a language n o t 
com m only  u n d ers to o d  am ong  US intellectuals. So, I said to myself: 'All? ... 
necessarily?’ ... T h e  fa rth e r I read  the m ore I realized, with no  little chagrin, 
th a t the m an w hom  I had  for so long, so affectionately, even though from  a 
physical distance, taken as a com rade was, in his own opinion, my civilizadonal 
O th e r .”!l

It is n o t possible to m isread  the fact that in Jam eso n ’s text the T hird  
W orld is defined  solely in term s o f its experience of colonialism. And, as Robert 
Y oung critically recognized: “It is hard , however, to avoid the  conclusion that 
his insistence on  socialism ’s developm ent as a global totality involves a form 
o f  neocolonialism : ‘we A m ericans, we m asters o f the w orld’ know w hat is best 
fo r everyone else. T he a ttitu d e  does no t change w hether the  prescrip tion  be 
capitalism  o r socialism .”111

F or Jam eso n  only M arxism  can offer us an adequate accoun t o f “the 
essential mystery o f the  cu ltu ra l past [...} These m atters can recover their 
o rig inal urgency  fo r us only if they are re to ld  within the unity  o f a single great 
collective story [...]  only if they are grasped as vital episodes in a single vast 
u n fin ished  p lo t.”11 T h e  co n cep t o f history is one o f the m ost relevant concepts 
o f  M arxism, b u t in this particular case, the question is: whose history isjam eson 
talk ing about? A nd if the  history o f the world (the First, the T hird , and  after 
all th e  Second) com prises a single narrative -  whose narrative is it? W hose 
u n fin ish ed  plot? P u t in to  the  critical words o f Young: “T h ere  is no  need  to 
recover an  o rig inal u rgency if you live in a State of Em ergency.”12

T h is  h is to ry  is o b v io u sly  th e  h is to ry  o f  th e  W est: th e  h is to ry  o f 
m o d ern iza tio n  an d  the rise o f capitalism. And, even m ore, no  one is “allowed 
a history outside the ‘u s’ -  th a t is W estern civilization and  the W estern po in t 
o f  view, w hich fo r Jam eso n  seems to m ean the USA.”13 This US-centrism is

9 Aijaz Ahm ad, “Jam eson ’s Rhetoric of O therness and the ‘National Allegory’”, Social 
T ex t,\ol. 17 (1987), p. 3.

10 R obert Young, White Mythologies: Writing History and the West, Routledge, London and 
New York 1995, p. 112.

11 Fredric Jam eson, The Political Unconscious: Narrative as a Socially Symbolic Act, Cornell 
University Press, Ithaca 1986, pp. 19-20.

12 Young, op. cit., p. 113.
13 Ibid.
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probably o n e  o f the m ost p roblem atic aspects o f  J a m e so n ’s th o u g h t a n d  also 
a t the  m o m e n t bears the  b lam e fo r th e  a fo re m e n tio n e d  ig n o ra n c e  o r 
disagreem ent.

I I

Let us suppose th a t it is possible to d istinguish  betw een two m ajor phases 
in Jam eso n ’s work, particularly if we are in tere sted  in  his co m p reh en sio n  o f 
a rt and  c u ltu re -b e tw e e n  the p re-postm odern  and  the po stm o d ern . His early 
works (his first book on Sartre, Sartre: The Origins o f a Style, o rig in a ted  as his 
doctoral thesis andw as published in 1961) are n o t co n cern ed  with the  analysis 
o f the contem porary  situation, le t a lone con tem porary  a r t and  cu ltu re . H e 
was, to be sure, writing abou t art (realist an d  m odern ist, an d  h e  even already 
in 1971 anticipated  the conditions o f  p o stm o d ern  a r t) , however, his m ain  
interests were som ew here else: his in te n t was, so to speak, to pave the  way for 
all o f his fu ture activities. And he was, fu rth e rm o re , p re p a rin g  the  m ilieu  for 
the acceptance o f Marxism in U nited  States.

His book Marxism andForm (1971) evidently shared  this special task. U nder 
its title Jam eson  published a variety o f studies o f  the m ajor figures o f  W estern  
M arxism (Sartre, A dorno, Lukâcs, B enjam in, M arcuse, B loch), w hich he  
carried  o u t from  the late 1960s to the  early 1970s. H e was co n ce rn ed  with the 
in troduction  of the unfam iliar trad ition  o f E u ro p ean  M arxism  a n d  cu ltura l 
critique to a N orth  A m erican academ ic readersh ip . Each o f these au tho rs was 
concerned  with art o r culture, and  in this sense, Jam eso n  was w riting  ab o u t 
art and  cu lture from  the very beg inn ing  o f  his career; only th a t h e  was w riting 
alm ost w ithout exception th rough  th e ir own eyes, using  h ere  his tech n iq u e  
of “close read ing”, resulting in a situation w here it is very difficult to distinguish 
betw een the original text and  Jam eso n ’s own read in g  o r in te rp re ta tio n  o f it.

The Prison House of Language, pub lished  in 1972, b ro u g h t to the A m erican 
public a critical survey o f the trad ition  o f Russian Form alism  an d  F rench  
structuralism . T he nex t im portan t book, The Political Unconscious from  1981, 
posed the prim acy o f Marxism from  a global an d  totalizing perspective, as a 
final un transcendable horizon. Marxism is “the absolute horizon  o f  all read ing  
an d  in te rp r e ta t io n ,”14 w ro te  J a m e s o n . T h is  b o o k  p ro v id e d  s u s ta in e d  
in te rv e n tio n  in  co n tem p o ra ry  th e o re tic a l  d e b a te s , f irs t o f  all, o n  th e  
contem porary  theories o f A lthusser, post-structuralism  an d  deconstruction . 
But in all these works an  analysis o f the  con tem p o rary  situation  was missing.

l4Jam eson, op. cit., p. 17.
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A lth o u g h  in  The Political Unconscious Jam eson  mostly focused on  literary 
m odern ism , this does n o t m ean tha t he  was u n co n cern ed  with o th er forms of 
co n tem p o rary  cu ltu re , as his writings on film, painting and  science fiction 
testify, b u t th a t u n til the  early 1980s m odernism  rem ained in the cen ter o f his 
theo re tica l p ro jec t.15 However, The Political Unconscious differs from  earlier 
works in a t least one im p o rtan t feature. Jam eson was here n o t only presenting 
o th e r  th inkers, o r  o th e r  ideas (using his “close read ing” techn ique), b u t for 
the first tim e he also p resen ted  his own theoretical and  philosophical positions.

However, w hen in 1984Jam eson published w hat was to becom e his m ost 
in d u en d a l and  p o p u la r single essay, “Postm odernism , or, the Cultural Logic 
o f L ate C apitalism ”, his field o f  research  and  criticism drastically changed. 
Nevertheless, this “su d d en  b reak ” was no t a break in his th o u g h t (a conversion 
from  m odern ism  to postm odern ism ), b u t could ra th e r be seen as its simple 
a n d  n ecessary  c o n tin u a tio n . As D ouglas K ellner p o in ted  ou t, this tex t 
p re sen ted , “the cu lm ination  o f a series o f historical and theoretical studies 
which provide p a r t o f  the m ethodology, framework, and theoretical analyses 
requ isite  fo r a theory  o f con tem porary  society which Jam eson  conceptualizes 
as a p ro d u c t o f  a specific historical trajectory: the transition from  a discrete 
na tio n al system o f s ta te /m o n o p o ly  capitalism to an  in terlocking  system of 
m u ltin a tio n al co rp o ra te  capitalism ”.11’

This essay is th e re fo re  n o t a d ep artu re  from  his earlier works and  ideas 
bu t, on  the  contrary , as a conceptualization  o f postm odernism  it represents 
the  cu lm ination  o f  his ideas in tro d u ced  already in an article abou t T heodor 
A d o rn o  in 1968.17 It is th ere fo re  the culm ination of his “efforts to in troduce, 
defen d , an d  develop the M arxian theory in a clim ate and  situation often 
ig n o ra n t o f  o r  hostile  to the radical trad ition  o f w hich M arxism is a key 
co m p o n en t.”18

It shou ld  be fu r th e r n o ted , th a t already in the preface to his Marxism and 
Form (1971) Jam eso n  h ad  b een  aware (probably u n d e r the  in d u en ce  of 
B audrillard  and  D ebord) o f  the  changed terrain  in which M arxist criticism 
fo u n d  itself a t th a t tim e. H e p o in ted  o u t the difference betw een everyday 
ex perience and  the global expansion of the capitalist system, the developm ent 
o f the  postindustria l society, the  dom inan t role o f the im age in society, the 
fragm en ta tion  o f the  subject, the  dissolution o f metaphysics etc. All these

15 Cf. H orner, op. cit., p. 99.
D ouglas K ellner (e d .) , Jameson -  Postmodernism ~ Critique, M aisonneuve Press, 

W ashington 1989, pp. 2-3.
17 Fredric Jam eson, “O n Politics and  Literature”, Salmagundi, no. 2-3 (1968), pp. 17- 

26.
,s Ibid., p. 3.
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issues can be regarded  as rep resen tin g  the  essential characteristics o f  the  
postm odern debate which appeared a decade later. O r, in the words o f H om er, 
“the preface can be seen as a descrip tion  o f postm odern ism  avant la lettre.”1'3

K ellner suggested th a t such frag m en ts  from  J a m e s o n ’s e a r lie r  w ork  
anticipate his later theoretical concerns. This view, in w hich the  focus is se t to 
a single co h e ren t narrative o fjam e so n ’s oeuvre, has to be co n fro n ted  with the  
changes in his work tha t are necessary in o rd e r  to theorize the  chan g in g  
cultural, political and  theoretical conditions. I f  he  w rote in the  p reface to 
Marxism and Form th a t “a M arxism for w hich the  g rea t them es o f  H eg e l’s 
p h ilosophy  -  the  re la tionsh ip  o f  p a r t to w hole, th e  o p p o s itio n  be tw een  
concrete  an d  abstract, the concep t o f totality ... -  are on ce  again  the o rd e r  o f 
the day,” two decades later things seem ed to change. In his W ellek lectures, 
published in 1991 as The Seeds of Time, the “g reat them es o f H egel’s philosophy” 
no  lon g er appeared  appropria te  for the analysis o f  co n tem p o rary  (th a t is, 
postm odern) culture.

I l l

Jam eson , however, did n o t com pletely ab an d o n  H eg e l’s ph ilosoph ical 
approach. In  the article ‘“ End o f A rt’ o r ‘E nd o f H istory’?” pub lished  in  1994, 
Jam eson  sheds som e m ore light u p o n  his u n d e rs tan d in g  o f a r t  (as well as 
philosophy and consequently theory), and  a ttem pts to m ap th e  h istory  o f  a rt 
after H egel.2,)

F or Jam eson the question o f the en d  o f  a r t is th ere fo re  co n n ec ted  with 
the question  of history. For him  it is clear w here we are now  (even ifw e do  n o t 
use the notorious term  postmodernity): we are, acco rd ing  to Jam eso n , in  a 
situation which is m arked by a m erging o f fields, so th a t “econom ics has com e 
to overlap with culture: that everything, including  com m odity p ro d u c tio n  an d  
high and  speculative finance, has becom e cultura l; an d  cu ltu re  has equally 
becom e profoundly  econom ic or com m odity  o r ie n te d ”.21

Jam eso n  argues that there  were actually two d iffe ren t “ends o f a rt”, an d  
leads us back to Hegel, to the source o f this debate . In  H eg e l’s view everything

10 H om er, op. cit., p. 98.
211 Debates about the “end of art”, and the “end  o f history” are no t specifically post

m odern, but o f course derive from Hegel and his ideas about history.
21 Fredric Jameson, ‘“ End of Art’ or ‘End of H istory’?”, The Cultural Turn, p. 73. O ne 

gets the impression that som ething is missing in this picture; that there should be some 
missing link between culture and economy, namely the society itself. In the p icture that 
Jameson paints this is not the case; in his view culture and  econom y do no t need m ediation 
through society, which is why the very no tion of society rem ains blurred .
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is tied u p  in  the  fam ous triadic progression (thesis, anti-thesis, synthesis). Two 
o f  th em  are particu larly  re levant a t this point: that of absolute spirit, passing 
th ro u g h  phases o f religion, art an d  philosophy, and th a t o f a rt itself, as it passes 
th ro u g h  local stages o f the  symbolic, the classical, and the romantic.n  A rt moves 
“towards the  en d  o f art, o f  course, and  the abolition of the aesthetic by itself 
an d  u n d e r its own in terna l m om entum , the self-transcendence of the aesthetic 
towards som eth ing  else, som eth ing  supposedly be tte r th an  its own darkened  
an d  figurai m irro r -  the sp lendour and transparency of H egel’s utopian notion 
o f ph ilosophy  itself, the  h istorical self-consciousness o f the absolute presen t 
... in short, the shap ing  pow er o f the h um an  collectivity over its own destiny, 
a t w hich p o in t it founders (for us h ere  and  now) into an  incom prehensible , 
un im ag inab le , u to p ian  tem porality  beyond what tho u g h t can reach .”211

T his absolute p re sen t will also turn  ou t to be “the en d  o f history”. But, 
acco rd ing  to jam eso n , w hatever read ing  one chooses to m ake o f H egel’s final 
s tage o f  a r t, o r  a f te r  th a t  stage, few h isto rical p rognoses have b een  so 
disastrously w rong. “W hatever the  ‘end  o f a r t’ may m ean for us, therefore, it 
was em phatically  n o t on  the agenda in H egel’s own time. And, as far as the 
o th e r  p a r t  o f  th e  p ro p h e cy  was co n c e rn e d , the  supersession  o f a r t by 
philosophy, h e  cou ld  n o t have chosen a worse historical m om en t for this 
p ro n o u n c e m e n t e ith e r”.24

H egel was o f course -  and  paradoxically -  a t least in  Jam eso n ’s view, the 
last trad itional ph ilosopher. His writings were later subsum ed and transform ed 
in an d  by M arxism  as a k ind  o f post-philosophy and, fu rtherm ore, his though t 
occup ied  the  ph ilosoph ical terra in  so com pletely as to leave little room  for 
any others.

U n ex p ec ted ly , a n d  sudden ly , we are co n fro n ted  w ith the  “e n d ” o f 
ph ilosophy  ra th e r th an  the  “en d  o f a rt”. But, as A dorno has argued (in a 
som ew hat d iffe ren t con tex t): “ [P]hilosophy, which once seem ed obsolete, 
lives on  because the m o m en t to realize it was m issed.”25 From  this perspective 
Jam eso n  argues: “ [T ]he dissolution o f art into philosophy im plies a d ifferent 
k ind  o f ‘e n d ’ o f ph ilosophy -  its diffusion and  expansion in to  all realm s of 
social life. [ ...]  I t ends, in o th e r words, no t by becom ing no th in g  b u t by 
b eco m in g  everything: the pa th  n o t taken by H istory.”20

22 Jam eson  rehearses such triads elsewhere when he talks about three stages of art -  
realism, m odernism  and postm odernism  - ,  tied to three stages in the developm ent of 
capitalism.

23 Ibid., p. 77.
24 Ibid., p. 81.
23 T heodor W. A dorno, Negative Dialektih, Collected Works Vol. 6, Suhrkamp, Frankfurt 

am Main 1977, p. 15; quoted in Jam eson, ‘“End of A rt’ o r ‘End of History’?”, p. 81.
2liJam eson, op. cit., p. 82.
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How could this happen , or be tte r, w hat did  h ap p e n  acco rd ing  to H egel 
himself? (Art ended  up  as philosophy, which d id  n o t h ap p en .) T o  u n d ers ta n d  
this particu lar m om en t (for Jam eson , surprisingly, n o t a m o m en t in  history, 
b u t a m o m en t in H egel’s ph ilosophy), we have to read  H eg e l’s Aesthetics: “Ju s t 
as art has its ‘befo re’ in na tu re  and  the fin ite spheres o f life, so too  it has an  
‘afte r’, i.e., a region which in tu rn  transcends a r t ’s way o f  a p p re h e n d in g  an d  
represen ting  the Absolute. For art still has a lim it in itself an d  thereby  passes 
over into h ig h er forms o f consciousness. This lim itation  d e term in es, afte r all, 
the position which we are accustom ed to  assign to  a r t in o u r co n tem p o rary  
life. For us art counts no  longer as the h ighest m ode in w hich tru th  fashions 
an existence for itself.”27

W hat Hegel wrote here  concerns a p a rticu la r tim e in history: m odern ism  
(or, w hat we understand  u n d e r m odern ism  in the ar ts), laid claim  to a u n iq u e  
m ode o f ap p reh en d in g  and  rep resen ting  the Absolute. O r, a t least, it w ished 
to be for us “the h ighest m ode in which the  tru th  claws its way in to  existence. 
... M odern ism  fo u n d  its a u th o rity  in  th e  re la tiv iza tio n  o f  th e  v ario u s 
philosophical codes and  languages, in th e ir  hum ilia tion  by th e  d ev e lo p m en t 
o f the na tu ra l sciences, and  in the intensifying critiques o f  abstraction  and  
instrum ental reason.”28 But the ways in w hich the au tho rity  o f  ph ilosophy  was 
w eakened and  u n d erm in ed  can n o t be said to have sim ply allow ed a r t  to 
develop alongside it, as a kind o f alternative pa th  to an  A bsolute. In  this sense, 
argues Jam eson , H egel was right: an  event took place, the  event he  n am ed  
“the end  o f a rt”. And, continues Jam eson , the  fact is th a t a ce rta in  a r t en d ed .

O f course, the  supersession of a rt by philosophy, as H egel assum ed, did  
n o t occur. Rather, som ething else has h ap p en ed : a new  an d  d iffe ren t k in d  o f 
art suddenly appeared  to take ph ilosophy’s place afte r the en d  o f the  o ld  art. 
This new a rt w anted to supp lan t the ph ilosophy th a t was, o r  was m ean t to be, 
the “h ighest m ode in which tru th  m anages to com e in to  b e in g  [die höchste  
Weise, in w elcher die W ahrheit sich Existenz verschafft]”. This a r t was th en  
(and still is) known as m odern ism .21'

However, we are still con fron ted  with two types o f  art, two types th a t  h ad

87 G. W. F. Hegel, Ästhetik, Berlin 1953, pp. 102-103; quoted in Jam eson, op. cit., p. 82.
“ Jam eson, op. cit., pp. 82-83.
20 How m odernism  (and consequently postm odernism ) is understood  depends upon 

its definition. Confusion arises because it is used as bo th  an aesthetic category and  a term  
for cultural phenom enon, which coincides with a particular epoch of history. Jam eso n ’s 
description (it is hardly a definition) is in this sense closer to cultural p h enom enon  than 
to an aesthetic category, even if the latter is not excluded. Cf. Michael Newman, “Revisiting 
M odernism, Representing Postmodernism: Critical Discourses o f the Visual Arts”, in: 
Postmodernism: ICA Documents (ed. Lisa A ppignanesi), Free Association Books, London 
1989, pp. 95-96.
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already b een  known and  theorized in H egel’s day and even before: the Beautiful 
an d  the Sublime. Jam eso n  h e re  follows Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, who has 
claim ed th a t w hat we call m odern ism  will eventually be  identified  with the 
Sublim e itself. “M odernism  aspires to the Sublime as to its very essence, which 
we may call trans-aesthetic, insofar as it lays a claim to the  Absolute, tha t is, it 
believes th a t in o rd e r  to be  a rt a t all, a rt m ust be som ething beyond art.”30 O n 
the  o th e r  h an d , th a t k ind  o f a rt whose end  H egel foresaw is (in the light of 
Kant) to be  iden tified  as Beauty. It is hence the Beautiful tha t comes to an 
e n d  in this fam ous “en d  o f som eth ing” event, b u t w hat replaces it is n o t 
philosophy (H egel was therefo re  wrong) b u t ra ther the Sublim e itself; in o ther 
w ords the  aesthetic  o f the m odern .

T h e  B eautiful also did n o t really die. It died in H egel’s eyes in the sense 
th a t it has no re la tionsh ip  with the Absolute. It also d ied  in the eyes o f the 
m o d ern is t artist. O therw ise, the supersession o f the Beautiful by the Sublime 
is acco m p an ied  by the  persistence and  reproduction  o f secondary forms of 
the  Beautiful: the Beautiful survives as decoration (without any claim to tru th ). 
This is, in short, for Jam eso n  the p icture o f the first “en d  o f art”. However, 
n o th in g  seem s to have sto p p ed  there, and  everything seems to be getting 
worse. T herefo re , it is possible to see the arrival o f ano ther “end  of som ething”.

For Jam eso n  the second  “end  o f a rt” began in the 1960s, when, in his 
p oetic  words “the  world was still young”. If the world was then  young and 
in n o c e n t (how  it is possible to claim som ething like th a t for a period  o f the 
Cold W ar rem ains a m in o r sec re t) , the question is, why was this end  o f art (at 
least in ja m e s o n ’s view) political? “I think itw ould scarcely be an  exaggeration 
to suggest tha t the politics o f  the sixties, all over the w orld [...]  was defined 
an d  constitu ted  as an opposition  to the Am erican war in V ietnam , in ano ther 
words, as a world-wide p ro test.”31

This, however, is an im p o rtan t issue. F orjam eson  the  very deploym ent of 
the  theory  o f the  (second) “en d  o f a r t” was political insofar as “it was m ean t to 
suggest o r to reg ister the p ro fo u n d  complicity o f the cultural institutions and 
canons, o f  the m useum s and  the university system, the state prestige o f all the 
h igh  arts, in the V ietnam  W ar as a defense of W estern values: som ething that 
also presupposes a high level o f investm ent in official culture and  an influential 
status in society o f  h igh  cu ltu re  as an extension o f state pow er.”32

T h e sign o f this second  “en d  o f a rt” is in ja m e so n ’s view the em ergence 
o f h appen ings, w hich cou ld  hard ly  be im agined as having opened  the way to

30 Jam eson, ‘“End of A rt’ o r ‘End of History’?”, p. 83.
31 Ibid., p. 75. This exaggeration is another example o f the aforem entioned US-centrism.
32 Ibid.
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the fm al realm  of philosophy any m ore  th an  the  end-of-art’s n in e teen th - 
century equivalent had. T he second “e n d ” is re la ted  to the process o f  the 
dissolution o f the m odern , to the cu ltu ra l process th a t led to the  em erg en ce  
o f Theory. I t is the T heory  w hich su p p lan ted  trad itio n a l li te ra tu re  an d  
e x te n d e d  across a b ro a d  ran g e  o f  (o ld -fa sh io n ed  n in e te e n th -c e n tu ry )  
disciplines: from  philosophy (which is now -  in the sense o f B audrillard  -  
everywhere and dead), anthropology and  linguistics to sociology, effacing 
boundaries betw een them .

Jam eson  argues that, “This g rand  m o m en t o f T heory  (which som e claim  
now also to have ended) in fact confirm ed  H eg e l’s p rem o n itio n s by tak ing  as 
its central them e the dynamics o f rep resen ta tio n  itself: o n e  ca n n o t im agine a 
classical H egelian supersession o f a r t by ph ilosophy otherwise- th an  by ju s t  
such a re tu rn  o f consciousness (an d  o f  self-consciousness) back  o n  the  
figuration and  the figurai dynamics th a t constitu te  the  aesthetic , in o rd e r  to 
dissolve those into the broad  daylight, an d  transparency  o f  praxis itself.”’13

T he “en d  o f a rt” of this period  a t the  en d  o f m odern ity  was n o t m erely  
m arked by the disappearance o f the g rea t au thors o f m odern ism  from  1910 
to 1955, b u t was accom panied  by the  em erg en ce  o f  now equally  fam ous 
theorists such as Lacan, Barthes, B audrillard , D errida, Žižek an d  Jam eso n  
himself.

Jam eson  argues that Theory em erg ed  from  the aesthetic  itself, from  the 
cu lture o f the m odern; hence for him  the  aesthetic is n o t only a p a r t o f the 
Beautiful, b u t in m odern ism  a p a r t o f  the  Sublim e as well. H e m akes a 
conclusion that could  be expected: “Perhaps it m igh t be a rgued  ... th a t H egel 
was n o t so terribly w rong after all; and  th a t the event in question  cou ld  a t least 
partially be grasped as a dissolution o f figuration  at its m ost in tense  in to  a 
new er form  o f  lucidity . . .”.34

O n the o th er hand, this is only partly true; fo r the function  o f the  Sublim e 
is taken over by Theory, while the Sublim e is only one  part, o r  o n e  h a lf  o f  a rt 
(or, better, o f  the aesthetic). T he o th er h a lf o f art (after its first end , o f  course) 
is the Beautiful, and  it is this o th e r part, the  Beautiful, “w hich now  invests the  
cultural realm  at the m om ent in w hich the p ro d u c tio n  o f  the m o d ern  has 
gradually d ried  u p .”35

33 Ibid., p. 85.
34 Ibid.
35 Ibid. p. 86.
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IV

We are  now  already d eep  in  the postm odern  debate, concern ing  the 
re tu rn  o f the B eautiful an d  the decorative instead of the o lder (m odern) 
Sublim e, an d  the  ab a n d o n m e n t by art o f the quest for the absolute o r o f tru th  
claims. W hat rem a in ed  as a r t is a source o f sheer pleasure and  gratification. 
T h ere fo re  b o th  T heory  and  the Beautiful constitute the second -  postm odern
— en d  o f  art, an d  even ten d  to block each o th e r out. T he 1970s appeared  in 
Jam e so n ’s view to be  the age o f Theory, the 1980s a period  o f consum ption. 
Even T h eo ry  itself has becom e com m odified. O n the o th e r hand , the re tu rn  
o f the  B eautiful ap p eared  as a colonization o f reality by visual and  spatial 
forms.

T his is the reality  o f  late capitalism ; still, the m ain question rem ains 
unansw ered  after the  d oub le  “en d  of a rt”: Can the Sublim e an d  its successor, 
the  T heory, resto re  the  ph ilosoph ic co m ponen t o f postm odernity , and  crack 
o p en  the com m odification  im plicit in the Beautiful? If  philosophy is dead 
an d  theo ry  can n o t th rea ten  the  com m odification im plicit in the system of 
m u ltin a tio n al co rp o ra te  capitalism  (for the theory itself is also com m odified 
a n d  w ith o u t critical p o ten tia l) w hat is the role of art? C an a r t be critical?

In  o n e  o f his ea rlie r essays (1977) Jam eson  claim ed th a t a rt itself has an 
im p o rtan t social an d  political ro le to play. It is vital that a rt (in this passage he 
is w riting  ab o u t new  realism  in contrast to m odernism ) is able “to resist the 
pow er o f  reification in consum er society and  to reinvent that category o f totality 
w hich, systematically u n d e rm in e d  by existential fragm entation  on all levels 
o f  life an d  social o rgan ization  today, can alone pro ject structural relations 
b etw een  classes as well as class struggles in o th e r coun tries, in w hat has 
increasingly becom e a w orld system.”so

N evertheless, the  circum stances have changed and instead o f discussing 
th e  re a lism /m o d e rn is m  issue (new  realism  evidently  d id  n o t solve the  
p ro b le m ) J a m e s o n  was m o re  an d  m o re  involved in  th e  m o d e rn is m / 
p ostm odern ism  debate . However, according to Jam eson, it is difficult if n o t 
im possible to search  for the  critical potential in postm odern  art, and  with the 
confla tion  o f  h igh  a rt and  p o p u la r culture, the search for critical aspects o f 
a r t /c u ltu re  becam e even m ore p roblem atic.1,7

30 F redric Jam eson, “Reflections on the Brecht-Lukâcs Debate”, The Ideologies of Theory. 
Essays 1971—1986. Syntax of History, Vol. 2, University of M innesota Press, Minneapolis 
1989, pp. 146-147.

37 It shou ld  be m en tioned  h ere  tha t postm odern art from  the C entral/Eastern  Europe 
proved that it could carry strong critical potential.
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To m ention  b u t one exam ple, Jam eso n  claim s th a t W arh o l’s pa in tings 
are n o t strong  political statem ents. Even though  we can trace b o th  the m o d ern  
and  postm odern  traits o f W arhol’s w ork (this is n o t only an  issue in  the  case 
of W arhol, b u t also in o ther “postm odernist” artists also m en tioned  by jam eson , 
m ost notably  the w riter Thom as P y n ch o n ), W arhol is for Jam eso n  o n e  o f  the 
key postm odern  artists. O n the one h an d , it is n o t d ifficult to see why: if  we 
disregard all thatjam eson  writes about his works (depthlessness, specific colors, 
particu lar technique, concern  with consum erism , etc.) an d  focus o n  the  
question  o f history, we get a postm odern  artist par excellence-, n o t only his 
paintings are without history or narrative, the artist h im self m ade a g reat effort 
to efface his own history, even the date  an d  the  place o f his b irth .

O n the o ther hand , it is possible to claim  -  con trary  to  Jam eso n  -  th a t 
there is som e h idden  critical po ten tial in W arh o l’s work. As Sartre p o in ted  
o u t on  various occasions, it is n o t possible not to choose, for the decision  o f  not 
making a choice is already a choice. If we look a t W arh o l’s w ork from  this 
standpo in t, we can find in his “political s ilence”, in this absence o f criticism  
tha t stares us in the face, exactly his own political s ta tem ent. This may b e  a 
kind o f im m anen t criticism tha t is the only p rom ising  way o f  d o in g  criticism  
within the global system of m ultinational capitalism . T h e  question  if such a 
critique is acceptable for Jam eson rem ains, however, unansw ered.

* * *

Jam eso n  was actually seeking a k ind  o f a rt th a t w ould be able to challenge 
th e  c u ltu re  o f la te  cap ita lism , b u t  w ith o u t success. H ow ever, Is lam ic  
fundam entalistm  seems to be the only alternative to m u ltin a tio n al capitalism  
at the m om ent, b u t a t the same time n o t a so lution  we w ould be g lad to  accept. 
It is n o t possible to step outside this system, o r to destroy it (an d  we do  n o t 
want to, e ith e r) . But as som e recen t Hollywood films, such as Fight Club (David 
F incher, 1999) o r The Matrix (Larry and  Andy Wachowsky, 1999) show, it is 
possible (n o t for contem porary  a rt in  this case, b u t for p o p u la r cu ltu re ) to 
preserve som e o f those critical aspects, once reserved for philosophy, an d  it is 
they tha t probably rep resen t the k ind  o f  “a r t” th a tja m e so n  was look ing  for.

We can now be alm ost certain th a t the form  o f (new) realism  th a tjam eso n  
was w riting abou t in 1977 is n o t a p ro p e r so lu tion  fo r a critical a r t  o f  this k ind , 
and th a t the film Fight Club, which ends with the  collapse o f th e  w hole system 
of capitalism  (symbolized by the dem o lish m en t o f  the skyscrapers b e lo n g in g  
to m ultinational corporations) also d id  n o t succeed  to offer an  accep tab le 
and  reasonable alternative. As Jam eso n  w ould have p u t it decades ago, it is 
no t the con ten t, b u t the form  that counts.
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T h e  SF film The Matrix, on  the o th er hand , is m uch closer to ja m e so n ’s 
(and  also the A lthusserian) idea o f ideology. In The Matrix, w hich is, according 
to A dam  R oberts, “surely one  o f  the m ost M arxist films ever to com e o u t of 
H ollyw ood,”38 we can clearly see the im portance of totality at work. “T he 
m atrix ” -  co m p u te r gen era ted  virtual reality -  is m ore than a set o f false beliefs 
a b o u t reality, m ore  th an  false consciousness, and  m ore than  “the tru th  that 
you are a slave”, as N eo (K eanu Reeves) was told, “The M atrix” is reality itself. 
I t defines an d  cond itions th inking , acting, and  behavior, in short, it defines 
p eo p les’ lives. T o b reak  the chain  o f the virtual reality, to d efeat the “M atrix”, 
i.e. the w hole system, it does n o t suffice to take care of this o r that particular 
p ro b lem . T h e  only way o u t leads th rough  a full com prehension  o f the en tire  
system, w hich is possible only if a total vision, a totality w hich Jam eson never 
stops to d efen d , can be  achieved.

Flowever in the case o f The Matrix the situation is relatively simple, because 
even th o u g h  it form s a com p lex  system, th e  sp ec ta to r has a ch an ce  to 
u n d e rs ta n d  how  the “M atrix” works, and  h e /s h e  can see how  it is possible to 
u n d e rs ta n d  it from  w ithin -  from  N eo’s standpoint. This is possible (and 
necessary for the  film to be  effective) because the “M atrix” is only a schem e -  
com plex, b u tg rasp ab le . In postm odern  reality we are dealing  with som ething 
m u ch  m o re  com plex, an d  even if there is a considerable question w hether we 
will ever be  able to grasp it, for Jam eson this is an  im p o rtan t issue. In a way 
sim ilar to N eo in The Matrix, we should strive for a total vision, attainable 
th ro u g h  the cognitive m app ing  o f reality.

38 Adam Roberts, Fredric Jameson, Routledge, London and New York 2000, p. 38.
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