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Foreword

You have to take the work as a whole, to try and follow rather than judge it, see 

where it branches out in diff erent directions, where it gets bogged down, moves 

forward, makes a breakthrough; you have to accept it, welcome it, as a whole. 

Otherwise you just won’t understand it at all.

—gilles deleuze, Negotiations

Terry Eagleton’s quip that Fredric Jameson appears to have read every sig-

nifi cant work of literature is only a partial acknowledgment of his accom-

plishments as a comparativist: one needs to add that he appears to have 

watched every signifi cant movie, listened to every signifi cant piece of mu-

sic, visited all the major cities and viewed all the major buildings as well.1 

Probably the only adequate compliment is Colin MacCabe’s admiring re-

mark that nothing “cultural is alien to” Jameson.2 

But to call Jameson a comparativist only makes sense to the extent that 

it is understood that he is foremost a historical materialist and that com-

parative studies in art, fi lm, and literature are his means of mapping his-

torical change. His means of tracking down change, though, is not, as it 

might sometimes appear, the relentless cataloguing of all the new things 

that are constantly being thrown up by this enormously productive global 

culture we know today. Yet having said that, there is no one more aware 

of or more sensitive to the breadth of cultural production operative in the 

world today. Piling example upon example of what has been said and done 

does not give rise to an understanding of history; it simply gives us an ac-

cumulatively produced description that has no way of discerning in any 

analytically useful way what should or should not be subsumed under its 

categories. If every new thing is postmodern or a sign of postmodernism, 

say, then that particular periodizing category is eff ectively voided. Its result 

is that “heap of fragments” Jameson warns us about that is no more legible 

to us than a pile of shoes. What Jameson tries to do instead is triangulate 



what is missing, or, more specifi cally, that which could not be said, written, 

painted, sculpted, or fi lmed in our time because somehow and for reasons 

not disclosed it was out of step with history. He does not so much read texts 

as diagnose them.

I would claim that it is the development of dialectical criticism that 

stands as Jameson’s supreme achievement.3 Th e “dialectic is not a thing of 

the past,” he insists, “but rather a speculative account of some thinking of 

the future which has not yet been realised: an unfi nished project, as Haber-

mas might put it; a way of grasping situations and events that does not yet 

exist as a collective habit because the concrete form of social life to which 

it corresponds has not yet come into being.” 4 Dialectical criticism’s twofold 

purpose, as Jameson defi nes it, is to uncover the ways in which a now more 

or less fully global culture disguises its strategic interests while simultane-

ously keeping alive thoughts of the future. Th is task can be specifi ed, in 

practical terms, as the urgent need to track down and diagnose two diff er-

ent kinds of failure of the imagination: the fi rst is the failure to develop a us-

able representation of the present, one that enables us to see its limitations 

as well as it strengths, but more importantly enables us to perceive its deep 

systemic nature; the second is a failure to imagine a form of the future that 

is neither a prolongation of the present nor its apocalyptic demise.

Th ere is no one—or fi nal—form of dialectical criticism. “Dialectical 

terminology is therefore never stable in some older analytical or Cartesian 

sense: it builds on its own uses in the process of development of the dialecti-

cal text, using its initial provisory formulations as a ladder that can either be 

kicked away or drawn up behind you in later ‘moments’ of the text.” 5 Marx-

ism “is a critical rather than a systematic philosophy,” Jameson argues; its 

appearance always comes in the form of “a correction of other positions” 

or “a rectifi cation in dialectical fashion of some pre-existing phenomenon,” 

so that we should not expect it to (also) take the form of self-contained or 

scholastic doctrine. “Th is is to say that we cannot really understand Marx’s 

materialism until we understand that which it is directed against, that which 

it is designed to correct; and it is worth pointing out that the materialist dia-

lectic has not one basic philosophical enemy but two”—namely, idealism 

(history as prediction) and realism (common sense), understood in their 

classical or philosophical senses.6 Th ese two enemies are as adaptable to 

circumstances and as resilient to attack as viruses: “Th e question becomes 

one of deciding which of these two philosophical attitudes is to be under-

stood as the principal ideological instrument of the middle classes, which of 

them is the source of the mystifi cation which then becomes the object of the 

x jameson on jameson



specifi cally Marxist critique” (366). Jameson concludes that “the dominant 

ideology of the Western countries is clearly that Anglo-American empiri-

cal realism for which all dialectical thinking represents a threat, and whose 

mission is essentially to serve as a check on social consciousness: allowing 

legal and ethical answers to be given to economic questions, substituting 

the language of political equality for that of economic inequality and con-

siderations about freedom for doubts about capitalism” (367). One does not 

even have to squint one’s eyes to see that these remarks from thirty years 

ago describe with uncanny accuracy the political situation we are faced 

with today. In such a situation, Jameson’s conviction, expressed in the same 

place, that it falls to literary and cultural criticism “to continue to compare 

the inside and the outside, existence and history, to continue to pass judge-

ment on the abstract quality of life in the present, and to keep alive the idea 

of a concrete future” (416), has the same fresh urgency today as it did then. 

Th is is why Jameson’s work proves so important. Ours still seems to be an 

age “when people no longer understand what dialectical thinking is or why 

the dialectic came into being in the fi rst place, when they have abandoned 

the dialectic for less rewarding Nietzschean positions.” 7

In a late aperçu on the fate of the dialectic in contemporary theory, 

Jameson writes: “I have found it useful to characterise the dialectic in three 

diff erent ways, which surely do not exhaust the possibilities, but may at least 

clarify the discussion and also alert us to possible confusions or category 

mistakes, to interferences between them.” 8 Th e three ways of characterizing 

the dialectic are: (1) in terms of refl exivity, as a necessary second-guessing or 

reconsideration of the very terms and concepts of one’s analytic apparatus; 

(2) in terms of a problematization of causality and historical narrative; and 

(3) in terms of the production of contradiction. Th e third form is the most 

developed in Jameson’s work and fi nds its most refi ned expression in his 

account of what he calls “metacommentary,” which is as near as he comes 

to off ering a method (but it is a method that is adapted and altered accord-

ing to the demands of the specifi c case at hand). Needless to say, these three 

ways of conceiving the dialectic should not be seen as in any way mutually 

exclusive of one another. It would be more accurate to see them as the three 

sides of a triangle. 

Th e nearest Jameson comes to off ering a template for dialectical criti-

cism is his essay entitled “Metacommentary,” fi rst presented at the 1971 

convention of the Modern Language Association, where, as it happens, it 

was awarded the association’s William Riley Parker Prize. In typical fash-

ion, he approaches the general theoretical problem that concerns him via 
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a confrontation with a contemporary false problem, in this case the alleged 

end of interpretation, or more specifi cally the end of content, the former 

being conditional on the latter, which we associate with Susan Sontag’s in-

fl uential 1965 essay “Against Interpretation.” As Jameson points out, Son-

tag’s piece was only the latest permutation of this critical turn. All the great 

schools of thought that shaped twentieth-century literary and philosophical 

thinking, from logical positivism and pragmatism through existentialism, 

Russian formalism and structuralism “share a renunciation of content” and 

“fi nd their fulfi llment in formalism, in the refusal of all presuppositions 

about substance and human nature, and in the substitution of method for 

metaphysical system.” 9

Jameson’s response to these debates was to stage a threefold reversal: 

1. At the local level, that of the highly routinized practice of interpreting 

texts, Jameson argues that there is no need to interpret texts (not that it is 

impossible to do so) because they come to us as already interpreted. 

2. At the wider level of how one should go about interpreting texts, 

and indeed concerning the question of whether it is even possible to do so, 

Jameson argues that this question is always decided in advance in the logic 

of the mode of criticism itself. Th e important question is therefore not how 

one should interpret a text but why one would want to do so in the fi rst 

place. 

3. At the level of discourse, or of the social itself, he argues that both 

these questions need to be reexamined from the perspective of their histori-

cal necessity—why is it, in other words, that one kind of critical practice is 

able to triumph at another’s expense? 

Taken together, these three propositions constitute the basic architecture of 

the method Jameson provisionally termed metacommentary.

Th e fi rst proposition, that texts do not need to be interpreted because 

they are already interpreted, is argued for in the following way: the raw 

material of texts, what is usually called content, is “never initially form-

less, never, like the unshaped substances of the other arts, initially contin-

gent, but rather is itself already meaningful from the outset, being nothing 

more nor less than the very components of our concrete social life: words, 

thoughts, objects, desires, people, places, activities.” 10 Th e work of art does 

not make these things meaningful—they are already meaningful—but 

rather transforms their meaning, or else rearranges them in such a way as 

to heighten and intensify their meaningfulness. Th is process is not arbi-

trary, however, but follows an inner logic that can be abstracted, which is to 
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say thought about and considered independently of the text itself. Jameson’s 

hypothesis is that this logic takes the form of a censorship, the internally 

consistent and inwardly felt need to not say some things and to try to say 

other things in their place. 

In this respect, as Jameson readily acknowledges, metacommentary 

“implies a model not unlike the Freudian hermeneutic (divested, to be sure, 

of its own specifi c content, of the topology of the unconscious, the nature 

of the libido, and so forth), one based on the distinction between symp-

tom and repressed idea, between manifest and latent content, between the 

message and the message disguised.” 11 Th is image can stand as shorthand 

for what it is the metacommentary does, provided it is understood that the 

object of the game is not to redeem or restore the suppressed content, but 

to uncover the logic of that suppression. As Slavoj Žižek helpfully reminds 

us, the structure of Freud’s interpretative model is in fact triple, not double 

as is commonly assumed: its three operative elements are (1) the manifest 

content; (2) the latent content; and (3) unconscious desire: 

Th is desire attaches itself to the dream, it intercalates itself in the inter-

space between the latent thought and the manifest content; it is there-

fore not “more concealed, deeper” in relation to the latent thought, it 

is decidedly more “on the surface,” consisting entirely of the signifi er’s 

mechanisms, of the treatment to which the latent thought is submitted. 

In other words, its only place is in the form of the “dream”: the real sub-

ject matter of the dream (the unconscious desire) articulates itself in the 

dream-work, in the elaboration of its “latent content.” 12 

Not only is the manifest content already meaningful but so is the latent 

content as well—indeed, if this were not the case, the entire Freudian her-

meneutic would be disabled. 

It follows, then, that the essential dialectical question is not what has 

been repressed in the course of the writing process, although that is im-

portant, nor why it is repressed, though that is important too, but rather 

how does that repression work. Th e cognate concepts of the “political un-

conscious,” “pensée sauvage,” as well as the later notion of “cultural logic,” 

all refer essentially to this process and not, it must be added, to some se-

cret reservoir of meanings buried deep in the text. In answer to the “why” 

question, Jameson fi nds a great deal to interest him in Freud’s short paper 

of 1908, “Creative Writers and Day-Dreaming.” 13 Freud’s basic argument 

is that other people’s fantasies—including fetishes and obsessions—when 

communicated in their raw form are actually kind of boring and even 
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a little repellent (this is true even for the psychoanalyst whose job oft en 

 consists in nothing more than listening to precisely such boring and repel-

lent stories). If the writer does not want to put us off —if, in other words, he 

or she is to take proper notice of their audience—then he or she has to fi nd 

a way of disguising their fetishes and giving them another form. Th is, Freud 

suggests, is the basic task of aesthetics, and our pleasure in reading derives 

from our appreciation of the skill the writer exercises in keeping their text 

free from embarrassingly personal elements, all the while giving us access 

to the full power of their imagination. 

We cannot complete this task in any satisfactory way, however, with-

out also determining the nature of the repressed message itself, which for 

Jameson is not a matter of private fantasies and fetishes, but rather the 

public—that is to say, collective—anxiety of the nature and quality of lived 

experience itself for which the shorthand history serves duty to refer to 

throughout Jameson’s work. Private fantasies and fetishes are simply symp-

tomal responses to the deeper realities of what has been described above as 

the mode of production and need to be interpreted in terms of the priva-

tions of history rather than the psychopathologies of sexual dysfunction. 

More pointedly, they express in their own perverse way a longing for an 

altered form of life, one in which certain satisfactions are readily supplied 

and do not suff er the proscriptions of our own moralizing universe, and can 

in this sense be seen as utopian:

Yet the content of such experience can never be determined in advance, 

and varies from the most grandiose forms of action to the most mi-

nute and limited feelings and perceptions in which consciousness can 

be specialised. It is easier to express the properties of this phenomenon 

negatively, by saying that the idea of Experience always presupposes its 

opposite, that is, a kind of life that is mere vegetation, that is routine, 

emptiness, passage of time.14 

Th e work of art juxtaposes the representation of a lived experience as its 

basic content with an implied question as to the very possibility of a mean-

ingful “Experience” as its form:

It thereby obeys a double impulse. On the one hand, it preserves the 

subject’s fi tful contact with genuine life and serves as the repository 

for that mutilated fragment of Experience which is her treasure, or his. 

Meanwhile, its mechanisms function as a censorship, which secures the 

subject against awareness of the resulting impoverishment, while pre-
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venting him/her from identifying connections between that impover-

ishment and mutilation and the social system itself.15 

Th e ultimate obscenity, and that which we must try to fi nd the means of 

coming to terms with, is history itself, but not the dry and inert catalogue 

of “facts” and spurious narratives we encounter in textbooks. History, for 

Jameson, is a living thing, and it is the task of critics to show how its beating 

heart animates all forms of cultural production. Here we have to be careful 

not to lapse into the backward idea that history is simply the context against 

which cultural texts should be read.

Jameson’s slogan “Always historicize,” with which Th e Political Uncon-

scious famously opens, means something rather more than simply reading 

texts in their historical context, yet this is very oft en how it is understood. 

His purpose is not, for instance, either comparable or compatible with the 

New Historicist project initiated by Stephen Greenblatt and Walter Benn 

Michaels, among others,  even though at fi rst glance there might appear 

to be some obvious affi  nities.16 Th e diff erence, and it is a large one, is that 

their relative conceptions of history are utterly at odds. New Historicism is 

committed to a subject-centered view of history. It is concerned with the 

intriguing texture of specifi c lives. It exhumes the objects and documents, 

public records and private memoirs, of a distant past to fashion a “montage” 

(Jameson’s word) of details creating the illusion of interiority, very much in 

the manner of cinema, thereby giving us a vivid sense of what it must have 

felt like to be that person. But it is a hallucination. By assembling the every-

day items some historical fi gure or other, Shakespeare or Marlowe say, must 

have been surrounded by, must have routinely used, or thought about, the 

historian’s eye begins to seem as though it is mimicking the subject’s I, and 

the illusion is formed. We feel as though we are seeing “their” world in the 

same way they did, and as a consequence, they always seem more modern 

than we expected them to be. 

By contrast, Jameson is committed to an object-centered view of history 

in which private lives are lived in confrontation with the deeper drama of 

what Marxism terms the mode of production, which refers to the manner 

and means of generating and distributing wealth on a social scale. He re-

jects those histories which continue to believe (as New Historicism plainly 

does) that social and cultural change can be grasped phenomenologically, 

from the perspective of a single individual, and argues in favor of a philoso-

phy of history which can come to grips with what he calls the “scandal” of 

social and cultural change, which always comes from the outside and in a 
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form that is beyond sense.17 Th e only philosophy of history capable of satis-

fying that demand, Jameson argues, is Marxism.

To imagine that, sheltered from the omnipresence of history and the 

implacable infl uence of the social, there already exists a realm of free-

dom—whether it be that of the microscopic experience of words in a 

text or the ecstasies and intensities of the various private religions—is 

only to strengthen the grip of Necessity over all such blind zones in 

which the individual seeks refuge, in pursuit of a purely individual, a 

merely psychological, project of salvation. Th e only eff ective liberation 

from such constraint begins with the recognition that there is nothing 

that is not social and historical—indeed, that everything is “in the last 

analysis” political. (20) 

“Only Marxism,” he writes, “can give us an adequate account of the essen-

tial mystery of the cultural past, which, like Tiresias drinking the blood, is 

momentarily returned to life and warmth and allowed once more to speak, 

and to deliver its long forgotten message in surroundings utterly alien to 

it” (19).18 Only Marxism situates the individual life “within the unity of 

a single great collective story,” namely, the “collective struggle to wrest a 

realm of Freedom from a realm of Necessity” (19). Th e principal polemical 

purpose of his work, then, is to “argue the priority of a Marxian interpre-

tive framework” (10), but not as one might expect by arguing against other 

interpretative frameworks in a combative spirit and knocking them out of 

contention (which is not to say, however, that he does not do precisely that, 

namely, argue against other interpretative frameworks, only that this is not 

his principal aim, nor indeed his principal strategy). His strategy is rather 

bolder, and indeed rather more combative, than that. Jameson proposes to 

subsume all the other interpretative frameworks by subsuming them un-

der one single, “untranscendable horizon,” that of Marxism itself (10). His 

point, as Marxism and Form instructed, is that “Marxism is not just one 

more theory of history, but on the contrary the ‘end’ or abolition of theories 

of history as such.” 19

—Ian Buchanan
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12. Slavoj Žižek, Th e Sublime Object of Ideology (London: Verso, 1989), 13.

13. Fredric Jameson, Th e Political Unconscious: Narrative as a Socially Symbolic 

Act (London: Routledge, 1981), 175; Jameson, Ideologies of  Theory, 76–77; Fredric 

Jameson, Archaeologies of the Future: Th e Desire Called Utopia and Other Science 

Fictions (London: Verso, 2005), 45–47.

14. Ideologies of  Th eory, 16.

15. Ibid.

16. Jameson gives a long account of his response to New Historicism in his Post-

modernism; or, Th e Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (Durham, NC: Duke Univer-

sity Press, 1991), 181–217.

17. Jameson, Political Unconscious, 26.

18. Th e same image is used in Jameson, Ideologies of  Th eory, 158.

19. Jameson, Marxism and Form, 321.





Introduction: On Not Giving Interviews

Th e mixed feelings I have about these interviews has little enough to do with 

their quality. Sometimes, indeed, having not only forgotten what I said but 

even the occasion and the question that was asked in the fi rst place, I am 

able to indulge myself in admiring my answers. Most oft en, however, it is the 

skill of the interviewer that is to be admired, in a subtle and demanding form 

that has its own strategy and tactics, so that its practitioners have a chance 

to shine as much as their subjects: a work in two voices, then, which at its 

best can off er a counterpoint of curiosity and avowal, the enthusiasm of oc-

casional agreement, the peremptory taking of positions on both sides, along 

with tactful modulations, the reprise of second thoughts, the satisfaction of 

formulations, and in general a lively variation in the tempo of the exchange.

Th e gratifi cation an interviewee can take from these situations is to 

fi nd confi rmation of the interrelationship of his work within itself, and of 

the connections of one kind of thought or interest with another, connec-

tions which are not oft en remembered or evident. To discover the kinship 

between earlier positions or interests and much later ones is, to be sure, 

not quite so satisfying: as though you never really moved from the spot 

aft er all, or kept returning to it. My initial formation in Jean-Paul Sartre’s 

philosophy, for example, is oft en today more insistent in the return of its 

habits; and it ought perhaps to be an embarrassment in a historical period 

in which, for all kinds of reasons—humanism, feminism, Marxism, elitism, 

totalization—this fi gure is still under a massive cloud. I can, to be sure, tell 

myself—and demonstrate for others—the degree to which much remains 

productive in existential philosophy, not least in emphases which contem-

porary thought has neglected or forgotten.

But I feel it is best to come at such matters from a diff erent way, and 

to grasp one’s relationship to such a system as one of learning a code or 

a language. Infl uence, to be sure, is one of the stupider ways of talking 

about it, which should rather be turned inside out and described in terms 

of need, and indeed, the need for a new language. A philosophy grips us 
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because it suddenly has answers for our questions and solutions to our 

problems: but that is the least of it, and the answers and solutions are what 

become most quickly dated. What electrifi es us is not so much those, but 

rather the new language in which the need—the questions and problems—

suddenly become visible in the fi rst place. Now suddenly the syntax of this 

new language makes it possible to think new thoughts and to perceive the 

landscape of a whole new situation, as though the mist of older common-

places had begun to burn away. My point is that the conceptual language 

we fi rst learned with such a passion is not really to be replaced by the newer 

languages we add to it, any more than our exciting new German causes the 

primal French to disappear—at best, you end up speaking the former with 

a French accent, and even returning to English itself as though it were the 

idiom of an unfamiliar tribe.

It is a position which is probably not calculated to comfort the philos-

ophers in their vocation: for it presupposes a situation in which some 

 immense preverbal In-der-Welt-sein (being-in-the-world) exists, which can 

be modeled now this way, now that, by the philosophical terminology of 

what is essentially a representational rather than a conceptual system. Like 

those lenses the opticians alternate across the vision of the individual eye, 

these constellations of philosophical nomenclature bring into focus and 

then lose again whole zones of what lies out there to be seen, and which they 

can be said to construct; just as one language can say things which another 

cannot (however subtly it registers its own syntactical world).

Is this to say that all conceptuality is fi gurative, or that philosophy is just 

another form of literature? Only if you complete the seemingly trivializing 

and reductive thought by insisting on the conceptuality inherent in fi gura-

tion itself, and on the way in which “literature” is itself an operation we 

perform on reality, which brings it into being just as surely as the terms and 

concepts of the philosophers, or as we might prefer to call them, the theore-

ticians. Yes, in that case, literature is just as surely theory as the philosophi-

cal text: but we have to work hard at each of these kinds of printed materials 

in order to grasp them as machines for constructing the world at the same 

time that they register it.

But this is a position of mine which leaves me fairly indiff erent to the 

kinds of diff erences philosophers generally fi ght about. It is certainly al-

ways helpful to have some really sharp and tough thinker and writer make 

an inventory—with the polemical passion of the disciple or the withering 

coolness of the expert—of the incompatibilities, say, between the idealism 

of the one and the materialism of the other. But for me this inventory is 
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valuable above all in the way in which it allows us to measure the construc-

tional and perceptual strengths and weaknesses of a given system. We’re all 

idealists, all materialists; and the fi nal judgment or label is simply a matter 

of ideology, or, if you prefer, of political commitment. 

In my own case, the list of language conversions, aft er some initial Sar-

treanism (and no doubt Poundism), would be fairly long: structuralism, 

Greimassian semiotics, Frankfurt School dialectics and sentences (but also 

Proustian sentences), Heideggerianism, Deleuzianism, Lacanianism (cum 

Mallarmé). . . . It is clear that these are not all really styles as such: Al-

girdas Greimas’s sentences did not form the mind (but perhaps you can 

say that he translated it into visual diagrams); Claude Lévi-Strauss is a fi ne 

writer, but of an old-fashioned belle-lettristic type which no one wants to 

imitate any more. Nor does the list really convey any unprincipled plural-

ism, despite the appearances: my tolerance for other conceptual languages 

is not inexhaustible, and it seems to be mainly Franco-German. I draw the 

line at most Anglo-American idioms, such as British empiricism or Witt-

gensteinianism: but an even more fundamental line has to do with Marx-

ism and/or politics, and I would certainly be willing to subscribe to Alain 

Badiou’s four truth conditions—four modes of access to the Absolute—

politics, art, love (he means sexuality, gender, and psychoanalysis) and 

science (mathematics)—provided I was allowed to omit the science!

Still, the continuities between these things remain to be explored: why 

did so many Sartreans convert to Greimassian semiotics, for example? Th is 

mysterious affi  nity evidently has something to do with the way in which 

phenomenology off ered some initial space for detecting the omnipresence 

of ideology, which Greimassian analysis (the semiotic square, for example) 

then off ered to sort out into its component parts and its mechanisms. Al-

ternately, it would be productive to follow the dialectic through these be-

wilderingly diff erent languages and to see if their fascination and what is 

(for me) empowering, productive, and usable in them has anything to do 

with its secret workings. 

Th e interviews, then, are mainly interesting for me to the degree to 

which they put me on the track of some inner unity between all these inter-

ests, whether they are intellectual or aesthetic fl irtations or deeper passions 

and commitments. (Sometimes such relations are so deep you fail to notice 

them yourself: Doug Kellner once pointed out the omnipresence of Karl 

Korsch in my Marxism and Form. I must have thought it was so obvious 

I didn’t have to mention it; and the same goes for Fernand Braudel in Th e 

Political Unconscious.)
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But this can be a problem in itself: “perché vuol mettere I suoi idée in 

ordine?” (Why do you want to put your ideas in order?) as Mussolini once 

said to Pound. What does it mean to take this kind of satisfaction in the 

underlying unity of your interests if not as the sign and affi  rmation of pre-

cisely that personal identity and that unifi cation of subjectivity that we are 

not supposed to harbor any longer in the age of Fourier’s butterfl y tempera-

ment. Multiple subject positions, parcellization, schizophrenic fragmenta-

tion (of the ideal type)—all seem to shift  the emphasis from Identity to Dif-

ference, and to cast doubt on the kind of thematic or conceptual unifi cation 

we used to pursue. I guess I prefer to think of the matter in aesthetic terms, 

in terms of stylistic variety: “Th ere should be something to eat and drink on 

every page,” Gustave Flaubert once said; it is an excellent rule for including 

as much dissonance and heterogeneity as you can take. Maybe Fourier was 

onto something when he said that people could not concentrate more than 

two hours on a single activity: something that explains the now canonical 

length of movies (since the sound era at least) and that has certainly been 

scaled back to fi ft y or sixty minutes when we come to lectures and maybe 

even interviews or conversations as such.

But now I had better come to what is for me the structural fl aw (I’m not 

sure I want to call it a contradiction) in the interview as a form. It has to do 

with the transformation of concepts into opinions, the processing of epis-

teme into doxa (to use Plato’s language), the way in which intellectual com-

mitments are transformed into so many optional thoughts or “ideas” that 

can be compared or contrasted with others of the same type, which one can 

swap like stamps or baseball cards, or ferociously defend like your favorite 

clothing style or haircut. Indeed, in the old days, the most important quali-

fi cation for a teacher or a news commentator or a cultural interpreter was to 

have strong opinions that could be trotted out on all occasions and put force-

fully enough to intimidate the student, consumer, or public. It’s wrong to say 

that people like that knew everything or pretended to: no, but they had opin-

ions on everything and were never at a loss. I think this fashion has passed in 

the academic world, and that that kind of journalism has also disappeared; 

but the mode is still alive on the talk shows, where opinions are still admired.

But what is the opposite of opinion? Plato thought it was the truth, but 

critics of sheer opinion today would probably not want to follow him in this 

in a postmodern age, in which “truth” so oft en seems to take the form of 

one more dogmatic opinion. I postponed the discussion by speaking of “in-

tellectual commitments” a moment ago in order to avoid dealing with this 

question: now I must try to say what it is that has deeper roots than sheer 
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opinion (and perhaps even a wholly diff erent soil or source). Th e pragma-

tists called it belief, but that also seems to postpone the problem in a diff er-

ent way; while the equally facile alternative of “ideology” does so by leading 

us back to something more on the order of error, if not of opinion itself, 

albeit opinion with its substructure in the unconscious (images of embed-

ding and depth seem inescapable in this particular context). But I have also 

previously called such convictions “interests,” thinking of that key moment 

in Dr. Faustus when Zeitblom asks Adrian whether he knows anything 

stronger than love, and receives the answer, “Yes, interest.” Th e connota-

tions of interest in that sense of attention and curiosity and the investment 

of time and vital energies (rather than their dividends) then perhaps leads 

us on to the more satisfactory existential accounts of the “originary proj-

ect”: of my choice of being and of commitment which turn this matter of 

“truth” or Platonic “knowledge” in the direction of activity and the imag-

ery of rootedness or the Unconscious into a relationship to Being itself. Th is 

may still be relativism, but it is a relativism of absolutes and of ontological 

commitments, and not of opinions or even of ideological symptoms.

At any rate, the interview as a form inevitably turns the former into the 

latter and fl attens interests and commitments out into a stream of intermit-

tently entertaining (or boring) thoughts. It is certainly a form in its own 

right, and when skillfully executed off ers the pleasures peculiar to it (as 

the Aristotelians might put it), but they are pleasures more closely affi  liated 

with curiosity and gossip than with practice and the project. I say this only 

to specify and diff erentiate, and not to moralize, as Martin Heidegger does 

about gossip, which I myself somewhere (talking about Marcel Proust) went 

so far as to characterize as Utopian. Well, it is certainly collective.

But these mild pleasures have to be paid for by a deterioration in the 

language itself, which is to my mind even more serious than anything that 

happens in the transubstantiation of episteme into doxa, although it can be 

said (by those in a hurry) to amount to the same thing. Th is is the immo-

bilization of the very process of formulating into the fi nal form of a slogan: 

the fi nal crystallization of the opinion-commodity into a catchphrase that 

can be appealed to in any context, and reused over and over again with-

out any tangible wear and tear. In the individual interview, this process 

is triumphant, a genuine discovery procedure from which something de-

fi nitive emerges. Unfortunately, aft er several versions of this, the discovery 

is reduced to a tiresome repetition, which can at best send us back to the 

original moment of production and at worst stand as the symptom of some 

fatuous self-satisfaction. 
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For the interviewee, however, this formal requirement encourages bad 

habits indeed and turns the mind in the direction of concentrated formula-

tions from which thinking only slowly recovers, if at all. Th e logic of the 

stylistic trouvaille is, to be sure, at one with commodifi cation and fashion 

as such, whose relations with the modern and modernism have oft en been 

noted. Beyond that, however, it can be identifi ed as a form of reifi cation—or 

to use a more recent version, of thematization—in which a former idea has 

been turned into an idea-object, or indeed a word or theme: that fi nal ex-

pression, as Ludwig Wittgenstein said of the truth, with which we agree 

to stop.

Unfortunately, the rhythms of intellectual reifi cation are at one with 

the public sphere itself, which demands a constant traffi  c in such tokens, 

which it calls ideas. What would be the point, indeed, of holding an inter-

view designed to avoid ideas? Th e named idea, like the various forms of 

money itself, is the indispensable unit of circulation of the public sphere, 

very much including the educational institutions, whose interminable de-

bates about pedagogy turn over and over again on the problem of making 

students “think,” which is to say, on avoiding just such thematized opinions 

and stereotypes, just such interiorized prejudices and commonplaces, in 

the fi rst place. If this is understood as a tension that can never be resolved, 

however—as an interminable alternation between the wandering mind 

and the stylistic or linguistic freeze frame—then the customary search for 

a resolution might be converted into a method for perpetuating the alterna-

tion itself and keeping the whole process going, as something we have to use 

cleverly since we cannot do away with it, at least in this society.

For to nonthematized ideas would correspond anonymous subjects, one 

would think: an intellectual Utopia achieved as much as the abolition of in-

tellectual private property as by the eclipse of the public sphere as a separate 

realm altogether, reabsorbed back into sheer immanence. Whether this is 

a prospect intellectuals can fantasize with relish and gusto, I leave decently 

unexplored in a collection destined for them, where the anti-intellectual or 

populist note would certainly be ungrateful. 

Th e fl uctuations in the content of these interviews also tells me some-

thing about the ambiguities of my own work, or at least of the more current 

readings of it, which seem to alternate between an interest in its Marxism 

and a curiosity about the phenomenon of postmodernity it only later on 

began to describe. Th e fi rst interview, by Jonathan Culler and his colleagues 

at Diacritics, was largely concerned with Marxism as such, with its literary 

critical possibilities, its contribution to methodology, and also to the kind 
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of politics my own version of Marxism seemed to imply. Later on, it is only 

in the non-Western interviews, by Paik Nak-chung and by Sabry Hafez and 

his colleagues Abbas Al-Tonsi and Mona Abousenna, that these preoccu-

pations return with any direct force, as though possibilities were sensed in 

those situations that had become obsolete in the standard Western ones. As 

for China and Brazil, the two places in which my work has always aroused 

the greatest interest (something I have been very gratifi ed by), I’m sorry 

to say that aft er the publication of A Singular Modernity (2002), in which 

the very concept of “alternate modernities” was dismissed, my Chinese and 

Brazilian readers seem to have parted company with me, accusing me of 

being yet another Western or fi rst world theorist preaching to the rest of the 

world and seeking to impose Western theories on it. I must still feel, unfor-

tunately, that the only possible “alternate modernity” open to us today is 

called socialism, and that merely cultural versions of these forms of diff er-

ence are not very helpful. But perhaps what pained my critics more was less 

the attempt to impose my Western thinking on them than my expectation 

that they would develop alternatives that might reenergize us in the West or 

the fi rst world: an expectation perhaps too hard to live up to.

As for the cultural alternatives, the basic positions on this seem to me 

wonderfully dramatized in the engagement with Stuart Hall, for whose 

intellectual generosity I am grateful, and whose insistence on resituating 

these issues within specifi c national situations I much appreciated. Th is 

fundamental engagement is then played out in a diff erent way in the op-

position between economics and politics I tried rather heavy-handedly to 

explain in the interview with Sabry Hafez: I hope to return to this “explana-

tion” in another place and eventually to clarify it. Th e interview with Sara 

Danius and Stefan Jonsson also sets an agenda of unfi nished business that 

is for me still, some ten years later, a work in progress: the ideas of cognitive 

mapping, of narrative, and of allegory.

As for postmodernism and postmodernity, unsurprisingly it is in the 

context of the arts that its questions are most extensively rehearsed: in the 

interview with Anders Stephanson (for an international journal of the vi-

sual arts, Flash Art) and in that with Michael Speaks (for the distinguished 

architectural journal Assemblage). Such questions, I believe, are very far 

from being exhausted, despite the rather facile consensus in some quarters 

that postmodernism is over (or ended with 9/11). But my theory always dis-

tinguished between the immediate stylistic features of postmodernism and 

the characteristics of the postmodern situation, in which a whole variety 

of social phenomena, such as the status of culture itself and the role of the 
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aesthetic, were modifi ed beyond recognition. It is very hard to see how the 

latter could have come to an end without a diff erent form of capitalism (or 

indeed some wholly diff erent reorganization of the economic infrastruc-

ture) taking its place. As for postmodernism as an artistic movement or 

moment of some kind, I cannot particularly see that the features I enumer-

ated twenty years ago have been superseded. What I refuse to admit in any 

case is the return of anything like an old-fashioned modernism, save in the 

form of its simulacrum; but on that A Singular Modernity, published later 

than most of these interviews, stakes out a position I would still strongly 

endorse.

With the comprehensive interview with Xudong Zhang we return to 

the question of Marxism and postmodernism, now encapsulated in the 

conception of “cultural studies” as an acknowledgment of the postmodern 

confl ation of high and mass culture, as well as the Marxian commitment to 

the context and to history. I would now only want to correct the impression 

that I see myself as an authorized spokesperson for that form of cultural 

studies that has since been institutionalized as a university discipline in the 

United States. Perhaps I have as many second thoughts about disciplinary 

institutionalizations as I do about interviews: both smack a little too much 

of reifi cation for my taste. And yet we can scarcely function without such 

institutions as a source of power and legitimation. Th is is, no doubt, yet 

another version of the standard complaint about what the academy does 

to everything it assimilates; yet the question about cultural studies also in-

cludes the unresolved concern for the future of critical thinking generally, 

as well as an anxiety about the immediate future of literature as such and 

its eff ectivity.

In the fi nal interview with Srinivas Aravamudan and Ranjana Khanna—

the one most nearly contemporaneous with the publication of this book 

itself—I have welcomed the chance to reformulate the older themes of these 

exchanges in terms of the new situation of globalization, which I now un-

derstand to be the same as postmodernity, or if you prefer, to be the latter’s 

other, infrastructural face. Th e fact of globalization—its release of explosive 

new forces, the appalling new clarity with which it reveals American power 

and American capitalism, its demand for a productive rethinking of all the 

old theories of “culture and society” and indeed of “Western civilization” 

itself—now inaugurates an exciting set of new intellectual tasks, and indeed 

for the reinvention of the vocation of the intellectual as such. It is good pro-

visionally to end on such an exciting prospect.
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Interview with Leonard Green, Jonathan Culler, 

and Richard Klein

Green: What do you take to be the political signifi cance of books like Fables 

of Aggression or Th e Political Unconscious? As a Marxist, do you see the 

main function of such works as critical and interpretative? I am thinking of 

Marx’s eleventh thesis on Feuerbach: “Th e philosophers have only interpreted 

the world, in various ways; the point is to change it.” I am also thinking of a 

recent article by Terry Eagleton, in which he raises the following issue: “For 

the question irresistibly raised for the Marxist reader of Jameson is simply 

this: how is a Marxist-structuralist analysis of a minor novel of Balzac to help 

shake the foundations of capitalism?”

Jameson: Read carefully, Terry’s question is not so much a critique ad-

dressed to my own work as such, as rather the expression of an anxiety 

which everyone working in the area of Marxist cultural studies must feel, 

particularly when it is a matter of studying the past. Th e anxiety is a signifi -

cant one, which should be looked at in some detail.

It would be too facile (but not wrong) to return the compliment by re-

plying that Balzac, of all writers, has a privileged and symbolic position in 

the traditional debates of Marxist aesthetics: so that to propose a new read-

ing of Balzac is to modify those debates (symbolically much more central 

in Marxism than in other ones, and involving political and epistemological 

consequences which it might be best to spell out more substantively in my 

response to your second question). So one type of political consequence 

that emerges from work like this can be located within Marxism, as part of 

Th is interview fi rst appeared as Leonard Green, Jonathan Culler, and Richard Klein, “Inter-

view: Fredric Jameson,” Diacritics 12:3 (1982), 72–91. © Th e Johns Hopkins University Press. 

Reprinted with permission of  Th e Johns Hopkins University Press.
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its redefi nition, its self-defi nition, and so forth, something which may not 

particularly interest your readers.

On another level, however, such studies of “classical” texts are to be 

taken—to use the fruitful Althusserian concept—as an intervention in the 

standard university teaching of what is called the “canon.” So at this point 

the question opens up into the more general problem of a Marxist pedagogy. 

I’m tempted to sketch a position on this last in terms of something like a 

practical double standard, since I tend to make a rough distinction between 

the functions of graduate and undergraduate teaching in this respect. Th e 

former involves something like laboratory experiments in the study of cul-

tural dynamics and, insofar as this is loosely analogous to “scientifi c re-

search,” needs no particular justifi cation in terms of immediate “relevance” 

(but we can come back to this type of study later on). But such graduate 

research could be described (going fast) as a pedagogy of form, as opposed 

to some more properly undergraduate orientation towards content.

Let me explain this last briefl y: the opposition is not really that of the-

ory versus practical criticism, although that is the stereotype that comes 

to mind. Rather, in undergraduate work one does not really confront the 

“text” at all; one’s primary object of work is the interpretation of the text, 

and it is about interpretations that the pedagogical struggle in undergradu-

ate teaching must turn. Th e presupposition here is that undergraduates—as 

more naive or unrefl exive readers (which the rest of us are also much of the 

time)—never confront a text in all its material freshness; rather, they bring 

to it a whole set of previously acquired and culturally sanctioned interpre-

tive schemes, of which they are unaware, and through which they read the 

texts that are proposed to them. Th is is not a particularly individual matter, 

and it does not make much diff erence whether one locates such interpretive 

stereotypes in the mind of the student, in the general cultural atmosphere, 

or on the text itself, as a sedimentation of its previous readings and its ac-

cumulated institutional interpretations: the task is to make those interpre-

tations visible, as an object, as an obstacle rather than a transparency, and 

thereby to encourage the student’s self-consciousness as to the operative 

power of such unwitting schemes, which our tradition calls ideologies. Th e 

student’s fi rst confrontation with a classic, therefore—with Heart of Dark-

ness, with Jane Austen, with Vonnegut or with Hemingway—will never re-

ally involve unmediated contact with the object itself, but only an illusion 

of contact, whose terminus turns out to be a whole range of interpretive 

options, from the existential one (the absurdity of the human condition), 

across myth criticism and its more psychological form (the integration of 



with Leonard Green, Jonathan Culler, and Richard Klein 13

the Self), all the way to ethics (choices and values, the maturing of the pro-

tagonist, the apprenticeship of good and evil). Th ese various liberal ideolo-

gies (and they obviously do not exhaust the fi eld) all fi nd their functional 

utility in the repression of the social and the historical, and in the perpetu-

ation of some timeless and ahistorical view of human life and social rela-

tions. To challenge them is therefore a political act of some productiveness. 

Th e reading of novels is to be sure a specialized and even an elite activ-

ity; the point is, however, that the ideologies in which people are trained 

when they read and interpret novels are not specialized at all, but rather 

the working attitudes and forms of the conceptual legitimation of this so-

ciety. One may of course come at these ideologies in other, more specifi -

cally political (or economic) situations; but they can just as eff ectively and 

sometimes even more strikingly be detected and confronted in that area 

seemingly so distant from and immune to politics which is the teaching of 

culture.

Th is would then be a more general description and defense of the politi-

cal uses of an intervention in the realm of teaching and studying the liter-

ary and cultural classics of the past. To be sure, if that were what I myself 

was primarily engaged in, the choice of Balzac is a singularly ineff ective one 

for an Anglo-American public, where diff erent kinds of school classics or 

specimens of the canon would be obviously a far more important strategic 

terrain. But, to speak the language of reifi cation and specialization, I’m in 

French, and the mission of intervening in English departments, while very 

important, interests me personally less than some others. Th is answer has 

already been too long, but let me briefl y spell out what those might be.

I happen to think that no real systemic change in this country will 

be possible without the minimal fi rst step of the achievement of a social 

democratic movement; and in my opinion even that fi rst step will not be 

possible without two other preconditions (which are essentially the same 

thing): namely, the creation of a Marxist intelligentsia and that of a Marxist 

culture, a Marxist intellectual presence, which is to say, the legitimation of 

Marxist discourse as that of a “realistic” social and political alternative in a 

country which (unlike most of the other countries in the world) has never 

recognized it as such. Th is is the perspective in which I would want my own 

eff orts to be understood, and I suppose my own particular contribution to 

such a development would mainly lie in showing the capacity of Marxism 

to engage the most advanced currents of “bourgeois” thinking and theory; 

but that is only one task among others.

A fi nal remark on the problem of the “canon”: European radicals, par-
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ticularly in the mid-1960s, with the increasing emphasis on the university 

as an “ideological state apparatus,” came to formulate a view of political 

intervention in which literature itself, as an institution, was an appropri-

ate target for critique and occasion for consciousness raising. Something 

of this developed over here, but was absorbed into an old American tradi-

tion of anti-intellectualism or know-nothingism, which paradoxically was 

never really left -wing at all, but simply replicated the general attitude of a 

business society to culture generally. I think it may be worth pointing out 

that in the framework of the classical nation-state, culture and the national 

“canon” do play a centrally legitimizing role which surely cannot have an 

exact equivalent in the superstate, which is also essentially a postcolonial 

society. American literature has never been a national literature in that 

sense, since its most intense moments have always turned around the ago-

nizing problem of what an American culture could possibly be in the fi rst 

place and of what it might mean to “be” an American—questions which no 

European would ever have thought of raising in the context of the nation-

state. Our critical relationship to “classics” and to cultural institutions gen-

erally cannot therefore be those of the various European left s and demands 

fresh thinking, which will not simply reproduce the critical distance with 

which the European left  deals with its own elite national cultures.  

Still, all this is a part of a more general problem, which I evoked at the 

beginning of this discussion and which is to me the fundamental one, 

namely, the relationship to the past itself. I have already implied that our 

relationship to our own past as Americans must necessarily be very dif-

ferent and far more problematical than for Europeans whose national his-

tories (the still vital myth of the Great Revolution or the Paris Commune 

in France, say, or the burning signifi cance in the present of a historical 

moment such as “the making of the English working class”) remain alive 

within contemporary political and ideological struggles. I think a case 

could be made for the peculiar disappearance of the American past in gen-

eral, which comes before us in unreal costumes and by way of the spurious 

images of nostalgia art, and for which Franklin D. Roosevelt is as dead and 

unreal as George Washington or Cotton Mather. Th is has something to 

do with the triumphant and systematic way in which the American past, 

and most particularly its great radical traditions, have been stamped out 

in almost every generation: the 1930s was only the latest great period of 

militancy to have been obliterated from any living collective conscious-

ness (with the result that the militants of the 1960s were eff ectively denied 

any sense of a still vital radical tradition). But there is another disturbing 
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and signifi cant factor which must now be introduced into the discussion: 

and it is the unique dynamics of this latest moment of capital—variously 

called consumer society, media society, multinational society, postindus-

trial society, the “society of the spectacle,” and so forth—and which is 

characterized by a historical amnesia, a repression both of the past and of 

any imaginable future, far more intense than in any other social forma-

tion in human history. It may be possible, then, if the study radicals make 

of cultural artifacts from the past—such as Balzac, but also Hawthorne 

or Dickens—is ineff ective, that this is less our personal fault or problem 

than it is a systemic one, and a pathological feature of contemporary 

society.

Here I would only observe, as far as I am personally targeted here, that 

Th e Political Unconscious gives a very incomplete picture of my own work, 

in which the archaeological analysis of dead classics plays a less signifi cant 

role than the choice of examples in that book may suggest. Th e Lewis book 

(Fables of Aggression) is about “proto-fascism,” a rather current topic, one 

would have thought; but it is true that Wynham Lewis is scarcely one of the 

livelier infl uences in contemporary culture (unlike a number of his contem-

poraries), and in any case I have never been able to transmit my enthusiasm 

for Lewis to anyone, I’m not quite sure why.

But the readers of those books may be unaware that my work, increas-

ingly, turns around issues in contemporary cultural evaluation and turns 

on objects of study such as the media, fi lm, mass culture, science fi ction and 

utopian narrative, and postmodernism—all elements in the cultural and 

ideological foundations of contemporary capitalism, surely, whether or not 

one can shake them by way of their analysis.

green: Along these same lines, you have written: “If we want to go on be-

lieving in categories like social class, then we are going to have to dig for them 

in the insubstantial bottomless realm of cultural and collective fantasy. . . . 

Aft er that, if one wants to stress the primacy of the political, so be it: un-

til the omnipresence of culture in this society is even dimly sensed, realistic 

conceptions of the nature and function of political praxis today can scarcely 

be framed.” Do you see any danger in such a formulation? Let me be more 

specifi c. Do you think that such a theoretical position opens the discussion 

of the “political” to the possibility of abysmal and endless deferment? In the 

academy, among professional intellectuals, where your work is most likely to 

be read, do you believe that the primary urgency is to make your audience 

aware of the “omnipresence of cultures”? I would have believed the contrary, 
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that the most resistance would be in the willingness to accept the omnipres-

ence of the “political,” particularly in a Marxian sense of the political.

Jameson: My problem with this question and the preceding one turns on 

the presuppositions which inform both and which seem to me misguided. 

In both questions there is taken for granted a conception of the political 

and of political action (let alone “the Marxian sense of the political”) which 

is not so evident to me; and in the present question, a certain notion of 

culture is advanced which the very passage you quote is concerned to chal-

lenge. As far as “the political” is concerned, any single-shot, single-function 

defi nition of it is worse than misleading; it is paralyzing. We are, aft er all, 

fragmented beings, living in a host of separate reality compartments si-

multaneously; in each one of those a certain kind of politics is possible, and 

if we have enough energy, it would be desirable to conduct all those forms 

of political activity simultaneously. So the “metaphysical” question: what 

is politics—the seizure of power? taking to the street? organizing? talking 

socialism? resisting hierarchy and authority? demonstrating for disarma-

ment or trying to save your neighborhood? fi ghting city hall?—this ques-

tion is worthwhile only when it leads to the enumeration of all the possible 

options, and not when it lures you into following the mirage of the single 

great strategic idea. Still, we have to talk about each of these forms of politi-

cal intervention separately, so that there is a supreme misunderstanding to 

be avoided: namely, the misconception that when one modestly outlines a 

certain form of political activity—such as that which intellectuals in the 

university can engage in—this “program” is meant to suggest that that is 

the only kind of politics one should do. I would not want anyone to sup-

pose that when above I suggested a certain kind of political intervention in 

the teaching of literature, I meant that this was all we should ever do. On 

the other hand, it is worth asking ourselves what the mirage of the great 

single-function political “line” or strategy draws its power from. And I 

think, particularly for intellectuals, this mirage comes from impatience 

with the mediated, with the long term; it gets its power from the desire 

(quite proper to a business society, by the way) to show immediate results, 

to feel some ego satisfaction, to make the tangible mark right now. Th at is a 

pleasant luxury, a wonderful gratifi cation, but it is not for us.

Th e tendency to think politics univocally (or monotheistically, as a more 

theologically minded left  might put it) then reproduces itself elsewhere, as 

in the feeling that the word culture has a fi xed meaning assigned in ad-

vance. But I would point out that the point of the text quoted was to suggest 
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that we needed a new conception of culture and of its space or function in 

this society. More modestly, my feeling was that for people in literary stud-

ies, the suggestion that we call our object of exploration “culture” rather 

than “literature” was already a subversive and a liberating displacement: 

not only the masterpieces of high culture but also mass culture; and not 

only printed or verbal texts but cultural production generally; and fi nally 

not only the formal characteristics of such cultural production but its rela-

tionship to social reproduction as a whole. Raymond Williams has system-

atically defended this particular move, this particular displacement, and I 

would think it might have even more resonance in the United States where 

“culture” does not yet even have that legitimacy as a concept which it has in 

Britain. On the other hand, if the term culture fails to convey such a shift , 

if I am wrong about the eff ects of this terminological substitution, if your 

reading is characteristic of most people’s reactions to what I wrote, then one 

must perhaps conclude that the slogan has misfi red, that all this is to be said 

in another way and that we should abandon the word culture altogether for 

some other, sharper formulation.

Yet, to dwell on the term a little longer, its eff ectiveness ought really to 

lie in its very ambiguity (or “polysemousness”). We can separate out three 

distinct meanings at once, although there are probably any number of other 

ones: (1) Th e anthropological concept, according to which a specifi c and 

systemic cultural organization (a “pattern,” a “style,” and/or a character-

ological confi guration) has as its function the binding together and practi-

cal interrelation of the various elements of a particular social formation. 

Th e concept seems generally to have been reserved for simpler or precapi-

talist or organic and tribal societies, although we still fi nd degraded rem-

nants applied to “advanced” ones, as in notions of the German or the Rus-

sian national character, present-day America’s “culture of narcissism,” and 

the like. But since the problem of the economic determination of a society 

arises with particular force in connection with so-called primitive societ-

ies, and since “culture,” where they are concerned, always very centrally 

includes religion, this conception of culture is a systemic one, in which the 

cultural instance is not only grasped in a far more all-pervasive way than 

in modern societies but also becomes the central mechanism of social re-

production itself.

(2) Th e specifi c use of the term cultural in a certain Marxist tradition, 

most notably the Soviet: here culture designates daily life and daily prac-

tices in general (or, if you like, the “superstructural” in general). Th is is 

of course an immediately central political area for any postrevolutionary 
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society, since what is now designated is a level of collective consciousness, 

issues of education and social reproduction, and most signifi cantly what 

we might be tempted to call ideological attitudes: literacy, the relationship 

of the peasant to industrial and technological phenomena, the relationship 

of hitherto dominated classes to images of authority, sexual politics and 

gender attitudes including the place of the family, and so forth. Th is brief 

list is enough to suggest that when Lenin and others termed this or that 

problem a “cultural issue,” they did not thereby intend to marginalize or 

trivialize such problems, but on the contrary to designate them as a crucial 

area for which some enlarged conception of political work and collective re-

education had to be invented. Gramsci’s notion of a struggle for hegemony, 

or more precisely, for the construction of a counter-hegemony, seems to 

me very obviously to designate this same area, whose problematic has now 

been widened to include “cultural” struggles that must precede and prepare 

a social revolution; while the Chinese conception of “cultural revolution” 

obviously also develops very squarely in this tradition, although to discuss 

it (and to show the originality of this conception, which can now be dis-

tinguished from its limited historical experience in revolutionary China) 

would take too much time here.

(3) Th e narrowest conception of culture, fi nally, in the spirit of the re-

mark of [George Bernard] Shaw’s character (as well, I’m afraid, as in the 

spirit of your question): “Life is not all plays and poems, Octavius.” It is a 

historical fact that other Marxist traditions (Marx and Engels themselves, 

Lenin in his appreciation of Tolstoy, Lukács, Mao Zedong, and even, a con-

trario, by the lengths to which he went to control or repress it, Stalin him-

self) gave a value to culture, even in this narrowest of senses, which is far 

from being ours in a business society. But the point of the remarks you 

quoted had nothing to do with some nostalgic revival of this older Marxian 

“respect” for high or elite culture; rather, I meant there to suggest the pos-

sibility of a fundamental historical and systemic transformation of culture 

and its place in contemporary society. Although the scheme is a relatively 

abstract or dogmatic one, and although it certainly merits the characteriza-

tion of “historicist” or “teleological” (see below), I have found it useful to 

insist on the conception of stages in modern capital, and most particularly 

on the notion that the very organization of fi rst world society today must be 

thought of as a new and original moment of capitalism, if you like a third 

moment, beyond those conventionally designated as “classical” or market 

capitalism and the “age of imperialism” or the monopoly stage of capital-

ism. Without entering into this debate in detail, works like Ernest Mandel’s 
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Late Capitalism suggest that it might be possible, in a specifi cally Marxist 

way, to reappropriate a periodizing concept which argued, against Marx-

ism, that modern or postcontemporary society no longer obeyed the classi-

cal laws of capital, production, social classes, and their struggle and the like 

(concepts like the “affl  uent society,” Daniel Bell’s “postindustrial society,” 

notions like media society, information society, even quasi-existential but 

Marxian concepts like Debord’s society of the spectacle might be given as 

examples of this last move). What people like Mandel have shown is that 

very far from amounting to an untheorized deviation from the analyses in 

Marx’s Capital itself, this new or third moment of capital can on the con-

trary be theorized as its purest realization, as a moment in which the Marx-

ian dynamics are more global and operate in a far more classical fashion 

than in any of the earlier stages.

What follows, for the realm of culture, is something that can be described 

in two distinct formulations. We could say, following the initial Frankfurt 

School account of the “Culture Industry,” that capital is in the process of 

colonizing that most remote part of the mind—the aesthetic—that tradi-

tionally seemed to resist its logic (being governed, as classical aesthetics 

taught us, by “purposefulness without a purpose”): on Mandel’s account, 

then, consumer society would be a thoroughgoing push into this area of the 

mind—culture, the unconscious, whatever you want to call it—and a fi nal 

rationalizing, modernizing, industrializing, commodifying, colonizing, of 

the non- or precapitalist enclave left  surviving there. 

But that does not mean the “end” of culture: on the contrary, it might 

just as plausibly be argued that the conquest of culture and its traditional 

spaces and instruments by capital now determines an enormous expansion 

in culture proper—its old semi-autonomy lost, its isolation a thing of the 

past (neither praxis nor knowledge, Kant told us), it now becomes cotermi-

nous with the social fi eld as a whole, and everything becomes in that sense 

“cultural”—politics, economics, law, ideology, religion, daily life, sexuality, 

the body, space, et cetera, et cetera.

All I was suggesting in the remarks you found questionable was that 

it is hard to see how any politics could be projected or conceived which 

is unwilling to take into account the structure of this actual moment of 

capital; which is unwilling—at least provisionally, experimentally—to take 

into account the possibility that our older models of both politics and cul-

ture may no longer be completely relevant. I’m not pushing any particular 

model of a newer cultural politics; but it does seem to me that unless the 

question of the changing status and function of culture today is taken into 
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account, an eff ective cultural politics can scarcely be devised. Taking the 

whole matter more narrowly, I was suggesting that it is rather premature 

to deplore the weakening of class consciousness in our society today. It is 

a class  society, and thus “by defi nition,” class struggle continues at every 

instant, as throughout the whole long “nightmare of history.” Th e problem 

would then seem to be that we are looking for class consciousness in the 

wrong place (under barrels, as with Diogenes): surely it is to be found alive 

and well in collective fantasy, and in the ongoing stories and images people 

tell themselves about history, in their narrative anxieties about their future 

and their past. Th at is then the beating jugular of class society itself, the 

vein we keep looking for in the wrong place, a neglected yet central terrain 

of struggle.

green: Louis Althusser is one of the many acknowledged theoretical infl u-

ences in your own writing. He plays a pivotal role in your widely read article 

“Imaginary and Symbolic in Lacan: Marxism, Psychoanalytic Criticism, and 

the Problem of the Subject.” Indeed, Althusser’s concepts of the “Real,” “his-

torical overdetermination, condensation, and displacement,” and “ideology” 

seem already to contain the seeds of a theory of the “political unconscious.” 

Do you think that Althusser receives the attention he deserves among Ameri-

can audiences, in relation to the rest of the contemporary French theoretical 

vanguard?

Perhaps I can make my question about Althusser more specifi c. Althuss-

er’s position, formulated in Essays in Self Criticism [1976], that history is 

a “process without subject or goal(s),” calls into question the anthropologi-

cal and humanist categories of subjective presence and teleological dialectic. 

Early in his work, Althusser pointed the way to reading history as an articu-

lated text by explicitly utilizing the psychoanalytic concepts of overdetermi-

nation, condensation, and displacement. Th e idea of “structural causality” 

emphasizes the articulation of diff erences which marks a society as a social 

structure. Given the decentering, stratifying play of Althusser’s thinking, do 

you see your latest position in Th e Political Unconscious as a direct depar-

ture from Althusser’s thinking? Does your emphasis on historical narrative as 

“a single great collective story” open itself to the criticism of being teleological 

in ways which Althusser’s work helps to forestall?

Jameson: Th e question could also have been raised about other fi gures, 

most obviously Lukács, too. Th e preamble, however, would be the expres-
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sion of a real sense of exasperation with the terms in which our relationship 

to such theorists (mostly continental) is generally staged. Leave aside the 

parochial American mesmerization with European theoretical  products; it 

seems they themselves are now developing a similar mesmerization with 

things American, Californian, et cetera, so that we can now carry on our 

transatlantic discourse via the appropriate distorting mirrors (supplied, no 

doubt, directly from the lumber rooms of the Lacanian mirror stage). What 

bothers me, when we have to do with the Marxist tradition, is the transfor-

mation of these various thinkers—and not only Althusser or Lukács but also 

Gramsci, Benjamin, Brecht, Williams, Th ompson, et cetera, et cetera—into 

brand names for autonomous philosophical systems. In this the Marxist tra-

dition has itself been infected by the logic of commodity culture in general: 

where the organization of consumption around brand names determines a 

quasi-religious conversion, fi rst to the great modern artists—you convert 

to Proust, or to D. H. Lawrence, or to Faulkner, or to Sartre, et cetera—all 

incompatible, but every so oft en one switches religions; and then in a later 

stage to the theorists, so that one now converts to Heidegger, or Ricoeur, or 

Derrida, or Wayne Booth, or Gadamer, or de Man. Now the social content 

of these “adherences” is perhaps a little more marked than in ordinary com-

modity consumption, and is a reality and not only an ideology: that is to say, 

your libidinal commitment to a certain make of automobile does not really 

determine a collective solidarity with the other consumers of that vehicle, 

but your cultural commitment to a “theorist” does really become a badge 

of small-group affi  liation; and here we touch a social dynamic into which 

the political then begins again to rush and fl ow. In a privatized and atom-

ized society of this type, small-group formation (with the attendant phe-

nomena of belief, fanaticism, puritanism, theoretical asceticism, polemic 

self-defi nition against the various enemies, and so forth) is a very attractive 

way in which the pull of the collective is felt, and promises some salvation 

from the isolation of the monad. Nowhere is this kind of attraction clearer 

than in the Althusserian school itself, one of the most triumphalistic and 

aggressive small-group formations on the left  in recent times (but let’s not 

forget Tel Quel, Screen, and other successful theoretical small-group forma-

tions; in this country, those impulses seem to have been mainly absorbed 

into more traditional sectarian small groups, Trotskyist, Maoist, etc.).

Now, to begin an answer to your question, I was never very attracted 

to that feature of the Althusserian phenomenon, but it can be said to have 

ended for all practical purposes in 1968–1969 anyway. Th e Althusser who 
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has meant something to me is not the rallying point of a small “fused group” 

or theoretical guerrilla band, nor the brand name for a whole new theory 

in its own right; but rather an interesting, fragmentary, sporadic commen-

tator on Marx. None of his published works is really systematic; most are 

ad hoc interventions or summaries of ongoing work in seminars, the lat-

ter seeming to have been the principal form through which his thinking 

has been expressed. Th is is not therefore a rigorous philosophical “system” 

in any sense of the word; it must be approached through Marx, through 

the Marxist tradition, to which it represents an ensemble of contributions, 

some important and some more controversial. But to approach Althusser 

as a philosopher in his own right, that is, as the builder of yet one more new 

philosophical system, is a little bit like approaching Lacan without passing 

through Freud: grotesque and illusory pseudosystems are the result, and 

an unnecessary multiplication of intellectual entities. Th is said, it is cer-

tain that Althusser’s work—which draws together in an explosive synthesis 

many of the great themes and pre occupations of “high structuralism”—has 

been neglected here precisely because of its sometimes strident foreground-

ing of the Marxist tradition. We have enough contact with Freudianism 

in the air to entertain a fi tful practice of Lacan (although the problems in 

reading Lacan’s own texts are even greater, owing to their similarly frag-

mentary or oral nature); but in the absence of any Marxist culture at all, 

Althusser’s preoccupations seem remote. Th is is not the place to enter into 

details; but one would think that among the most interesting contributions 

of Althusser and his school are to be numbered an inquiry into the relation-

ship between the “levels” of social life (sometimes called “structural causal-

ity” or “structure in dominance”), a whole new theory of ideology (draw-

ing signifi cantly on Lacan), a meditation on the relationship between social 

institutions and ideology (the so-called “ideological state apparatuses”), a 

new conceptuality, including notions like that of “intervention” and “prob-

lematic,” and fi nally, for Marxology, a provocative conception of the rela-

tionship between early and late Marx, which is based on a complicated but 

signifi cant distinction between ideology (what he calls “humanism,” that is 

an anthropology which includes a presupposition about “human nature”) 

and “science” (namely, a discourse so organized—it is a question here of 

Capital itself—as to exclude ideological propositions, even to exclude sub-

ject positions as such; and here, too, the conception of “science” has many 

resonances in common with Lacan’s own rich meditations on that subject). 

We might also mention Althusser’s rather striking use of the materials of 

the history of science (in particular the important modern French histori-
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ans of science): this is, however, for me the most doubtful segment of the 

Althusserian legacy, and I myself tend to fi nd the whole Althusserian  epis-

temology (“theoretical practice,” “the production of knowledge”) problem-

atical and unsatisfactory.

But I also happen to be Hegelian enough to think that one does not sim-

ply refuse a thought like this in toto (as E. P. Th ompson does in Th e Poverty 

of  Th eory, thereby turning “Althusserianism” back into a system, and in the 

process endowing it with something of a demonic prestige), but that one 

goes all the way through it so as to emerge on the other side. If “Althusseri-

anism” were a system, then my own procedure could readily be taxed with 

eclecticism. If it is a moment of Marxism (along with its “enemy brothers,” 

the work of Lukács, say, or of existential Marxism), then a more selective 

approach is perhaps authorized.

Th e problem can perhaps be put in another way; namely, that for 

Marxism there is no purely autonomous “history of ideas” or “history of 

philosophy.” Conceptual works are also, implicitly, responses to concrete 

situations and conjunctures, of which the national situation remains, even 

in our multinational age, a very signifi cant framework. Understanding Al-

thusser therefore means fi rst and foremost understanding the sense and 

function of his conceptual moves in the France of the 1960s; but when one 

does that, then the transferability of those former thoughts, now situational 

responses, to other national situations such as our own, in the United States 

of the 1980s, becomes a problematical undertaking. Perhaps this is a good 

transition to your next question.

To be sure, I may have spoken about one “single great collective story”; 

but this will be a rather mythic notion unless the accompanying stress on 

the primacy of the conjuncture, the concrete uniqueness of the historical 

situation, is also maintained—the latter then seeming to break “History” 

into a series of discontinuous moments. In my opinion, the problem is bet-

ter focused in terms of the nature of the dialectic itself than in those of this 

or that (representational or narrative) vision of history. Indeed, it might 

best be discussed in terms of dialectical language, which is an attempt to 

stretch terminology so that it registers diff erence as well as identity. Th e 

most banal example would be that of the terminology of social class: in a 

strict sense, for Marxism there is only one social formation in which so-

cial classes appear as such (capitalism), and in that exceedingly strict sense 

also, there are really only two social classes, namely, the bourgeoisie and the 

proletariat. What are oft en designated as social classes in other modes of 

production—as for example aristocracy and peasantry under feudalism—
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are in reality something closer to castes. And yet the Manifesto affi  rms all 

history as class struggle: the point of this terminological slippage then is to 

affi  rm the analogous dynamic of other modes of production, while leaving 

room for a redefi nition of the term on a diff erent historical basis when we 

come to modern society. Dialectical terminology is therefore never stable 

in some older analytical or Cartesian sense: it builds on its own uses in the 

process of development of the dialectical text, using its initial provisory 

formulations as a ladder which can either be kicked away or drawn up be-

hind you in later “moments” of the text. Taken this way, then, the dialectical 

“narrative” of history is a good deal more complicated and refl exive than 

my own slogan may have suggested.

green: But what about teleology? 

Jameson: Oh, yes, I had forgotten that interesting feature of period 

Althusserianism—the “rigorous,” quasi-religious examen de conscience, what 

may be called the ideological New Year’s Resolution (“I promise to extirpate 

from myself all traces of teleology, historicism, humanism, representational 

thought, etcetera, etcetera, but especially to denounce them whenever they 

are observed in other people”). Th e issue of teleology is, I take it, intimately 

bound up with that of historicism; and much depends on how narrowly the 

target is construed. “Historicism” is on this view, if I understand it correctly, 

meant to designate any belief in a “stages” theory of history, generally itself 

grasped as having fatally Darwinian or evolutionist overtones or under-

tones. I’ve explained myself at some length on this and won’t do so again 

right now, except to say that the qualitative and systemic diff erences be-

tween historical moments which a “stages” theory implies seem to me to be 

obvious (I am a historicist, in other words). I would go on to say that for pur-

poses of action, one must probably try to forget that this is so, were it not for 

one signal political advantage to a stages theory (and in particular to the 

Marxian one, sometimes called the theory of “modes of production”), 

namely, that it incites us to imagine what a radically diff erent social forma-

tion of the future might be like: an eff ort of the imagination I have tended to 

call, following Marcuse and Bloch, the Utopian impulse, without which po-

litical action seems to me impossible (and I might add that the failure of the 

Utopian imagination on the Left  today, the nervousness with which people 

skirt the question of the nature of some possible and desirable “socialism” or 

“communism,” seems to me a very great failure indeed).

But something else has to be said about the past in order to correct 



with Leonard Green, Jonathan Culler, and Richard Klein 25

whatever facile assimilation may be made between a “Marxist historicism” 

and the older idealist and Germanic variety, for which the human past and 

the immense variety of human cultures was (within their libraries) an in-

vigorating and exhilarating perspective. For Marxism, however, history is 

in Joyce’s phrase a long “nightmare,” and the past—in particular the tex-

tual and archival past, with its heaps of ideological potsherds—cannot be 

confronted without nausea. Th e “cultural” past (taking the term now in 

a narrow aesthetic sense) is most apt for a reception in which this aff ec-

tive component is reduced: one’s strongest apprehension of it can be found, 

perhaps, in the contemplation of the remains of dead legal systems, with 

their ideological prolongation in the “visions” and “values” of archaic po-

litical systems. Yet this odor of death that “sears” us with a kind of “gray 

horror” when we reopen the coffi  ns of these pasts does not spare the past 

of our own system either, and surely has something to do with the im-

mense gap between the universalizing overtones of such political visions 

(including those of the bourgeois Enlightenment) and the masses of peo-

ple for whom those slogans are not “ideas” at all but empty signs of exclu-

sion and of authority, boundary lines, “no trespassing” warnings. For all 

those people—the vast majority of the human beings who have lived on the 

earth—such “ideas” are indeed ideology in the sense of false consciousness: 

and it might be well to stress the positive side even of this very narrow and 

negative conception of ideology, namely, in its very revulsion for such dead 

languages a certain vision of what living ideas and discourse might be, in 

some genuinely human society in which, as Gramsci put it, everyone would 

be an “intellectual” in that sense, and everyone would be at the center of 

the “production” of “ideas” because everyone would feel some control and 

productive power over the situations those ideas attempted to address or to 

analyze.

As for teleology, I imagine that it is generally understood to designate ei-

ther a belief in historical predictability (Popper forbids it) or, what amounts 

to the same thing, a belief in historical inevitability. I must say that I think 

no one has ever believed such things and that they are an ideological straw- 

or bogeyman. (Hegelianism, it is true, includes the peculiar operation of 

considering the past to have been “inevitable” aft er the fact; but that is a way 

of framing historiography.) Marxists have been optimistic or pessimistic 

depending on the circumstances, but to attribute to them some peculiar 

“faith” of this kind is to project a thought of Otherness onto them in a 

peculiarly dishonest mirage. As a citation of authority, it might be well to 

ponder the concluding clause of the Manifesto’s description of history as 
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class struggle: “an uninterrupted, now hidden, now open fi ght, a fi ght that 

each time ended, either in a revolutionary reconstitution of society at large, 

or in the common ruin of the contending classes.” What is “teleological” in 

Marxism might better be termed “antiteleological” in the following sense: 

inevitable is not the triumphant emergence from capitalism of “socialism” 

(about which we have just observed that nobody today seems to have any 

clear notion of what it might be), but rather simply the self-destruction of 

capitalism (as of preceding modes of production) under its own internal 

contradictions. A lot of people do “believe” this, and they are obviously 

not all Marxists (indeed, many of them are businessmen). But I will add 

a remark on the concept of contradiction itself, since that may allow us 

to pinpoint the weakest element in Althusserianism proper: the junking 

of the Hegelian dialectic had the ambiguous eff ect of seeming to discredit 

the materialist dialectic, so that many of the followers of Althusser gradu-

ated directly into post-Marxism. Althusser himself never went so far as to 

denounce the concept of “contradiction” as being fundamentally idealistic 

(aft er the fashion of, say, Lucio Colletti), but one understands from personal 

testimony that he was moving in this direction. I must therefore register my 

own feeling that no Marxism is possible without a conception of contradic-

tion (that is, without a conception of the dialectic), just as no Marxism is 

possible without a vision of a radically diff erent future.

But now I want to answer your question in yet a third way, at the risk of 

Ptolemaic or scholastic subtleties; and this will be a methodological answer, 

designed to mark the proper use of a “macronarrative” such as the Marxian 

“vision of history,” and to demarcate that from the “archetypes” of a Jung 

or a Frye. I think a distinction must be made here between a diachronic 

framework (that is, a narrative of “universal history”), in which the essen-

tial categories of analyses—notably those of the modes of production—are 

laid out and articulated, and the moment of analysis of the text itself, which 

is synchronic and in which such “narrative” categories are called into play 

in the form of synchronic overlap, tension, contradiction, and the like. If 

these two moments in the operation are not separated, what results is a ty-

pologizing and classifi catory aff air, in which our principal business seems 

to be that of dropping a text into the appropriate box or historical “stage”: 

this last seems to me of little interest at all, and if that is what people mean 

by “historicism,” then historicism can cheerfully be abandoned.

klein: In the fi rst chapter of  Th e Political Unconscious, “On Interpreta-

tion,” you write: “To imagine that, sheltered from the omnipresence of his-
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tory and the implacable infl uence of the social, there already exists a realm 

of freedom—whether it be that of the microscopic experience of words in a 

text or the ecstasies and intensities of the various private religions—is only 

to strengthen the grip of Necessity over all such blind zones in which the in-

dividual subject seeks refuge, in pursuit of a purely individual, a merely psy-

chological, project of salvation.” On the preceding page in a footnote, there is 

a lengthy quotation from Marx on Necessity, the realm of “the blind forces of 

Nature,” that concludes: “Beyond it (the realm of necessity that includes both 

Nature and Man’s social interchange with Nature) begins that development 

of human energy which is an end in itself, the true realm of freedom, which, 

however, can blossom forth only with this realm of necessity as its basis.”

(1) How do you understand the possibility of Marx’s imagining a “true 

realm of freedom,” which “having an end in itself” entails the sort of au-

tonomy and independence that is normally associated with the aesthetic doc-

trines you identify with bourgeois, individualist blindness?

(2) What do you mean by the “semi-autonomy” of structural levels, “which 

has to relate as much as it separates”?

(3) In order to argue against the organic continuity of expressive causal-

ity, you need to postulate, following Althusser, an interrelatedness between 

elements of all the elements in a social formation which is not that of identity 

or homology but one of diff erence. “Diff erence is then here understood as a 

relational concept, rather than as the mere inert inventory of unrelated di-

versity.” How can diff erence be thought of as being relational without losing 

the force of separation, detachment, and independence, which is contained 

in the very notion?

Jameson: I feel that it is misleading to frame this discussion in terms of 

the “individual subject.” We have lately been caught in a double bind, in 

which two distinct conceptions of the individual subject have seemed to 

exhaust the possibilities: the one is the old Frankfurt School notion of the 

autonomous subject, the strong ego or personality (alienated and reifi ed 

by late capitalism, but presumably alive and well in classical capitalism); 

and the poststructuralist ideal of the decentered subject, the “man with-

out qualities” (Musil), the Reichian subject without “character armor,” the 

Deleuzian schizophrenic subject. One can be attracted to either of these 

conceptions on the appropriate occasion and also be repelled by either; 

but everything changes, I would think, when a third term is introduced, 

namely, the reinvention of genuine collective life, in which, if one likes, the 

subject is therapeutically “decentered” by other people, but which amounts 
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to a whole new mode of being in which people can live. Th e Marxian realm 

of freedom, designated by the quote at issue here, is a collective realm, in 

which a whole community is able to master “necessity” and to set its own 

collective priorities.

Let me go a little further than this and propose a philosophical (and 

therefore ideological) proposition which is nowhere in Marx, but which 

seems to me in the spirit of certain contemporary Marxist thinkers with 

whom I feel some kinship (most notably Raymond Williams and Ernst 

Bloch, in diff erent ways, but also present in certain features of Sartre’s 

work): this involves that currently very unfashionable and stigmatized 

thing called “ontology.” I feel, in other words, that it may be productive to 

think in terms of a genuine transformation of being which takes place when 

the individual subject shift s from purely individual relations to that very 

diff erent dynamic which is that of groups, collectives, and communities. 

Sartre was moving in this direction in his Critique of Dialectical Reason, 

without, however, ever proposing any defi nitive formulation of this specu-

lative conclusion. Th e transformation of being, however, is something that 

can be empirically experienced (I hesitate to say “verifi ed”) by participation 

in any kind of group praxis—an experience no longer as rare as it was be-

fore the 1960s, but still rare enough to convey a genuine ontological shock, 

and the momentary restructuration and placing in a whole new perspective 

of the kinds of private anxieties that dominate the monadized existence of 

the individual subject (still, essentially, our predominant experience in this 

society). Like Sartre (but for somewhat diff erent reasons) I hesitate to as-

similate this new form of group being to the category of social class (which 

remains an analytic category); but it seems at least minimally important to 

recapture the affi  rmation of the collective from its more notorious right-

wing appropriations.

But unlike the previous question, this one (on diff erence) does very 

much concern aesthetics, or is at least best approached by way of the aes-

thetic, and most notably the aesthetic of postmodernism, about which I 

would argue that relationship by way of diff erence is one of the constitu-

tive features. To put it this way is to realize that the question asked in (3) 

is its own answer; the characteristics outlined thereby become an impera-

tive: “think or perceive diff erence in such a way that it is relational with-

out losing the force of separation,” et cetera. Th is is obviously a diffi  cult 

and unstable position to maintain: one has to avoid a kind of imperceptible 

high modernist assimilation of surface diff erence to underlying identity, 

at the same time that the relaxation of “relational diff erence” into simple 
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inert diff erentiation and random heterogeneity is prevented. We forgot the 

words totality and totalization in the checklist of stigmatized concepts of 

an earlier question: it is arguable, I suppose, that earlier conceptions of to-

talization or totality (such as those of Lukács) aimed at some massive high 

modernist unifi cation of a disparate fi eld. I think that in Lukács’s case that 

probably wasn’t so, but in any case an equally strong argument might be 

made for a diff erent conception of totality in our time (Althusser called 

it “structural totality,” among other things) whose distinguishing mark is 

the overcoming of reifi cation and fragmentation, not by way of the latter’s 

stylistic obliteration, but by means of a conceptual or aesthetic tension able 

to hold fragments together, in their radical diff erence, in a single mental 

act. Th ree examples might be given, one being the current interest in the 

allegorical, which—an explicit repudiation of the aesthetic of the “symbol,” 

with its organic unity—seeks a designation for a form able to hold radi-

cal discontinuities and incommensurabilities together without annulling 

precisely those “diff erences.” A more graphic emblem of such a process can 

be found in the recent Nam June Paik retrospective at the Whitney Mu-

seum, in which hosts of closed frames (stacks of “discontinuous” tv sets 

with their “autonomous” images) are brought to life simultaneously. Such 

“texts” thus project an impossible new type of perception: you cannot sim-

ply follow one video image and ignore the others, nor can you watch them 

all at once (like David Bowie in Th e Man Who Fell to Earth)—something 

like the impossible synthesis of both those perspectives is what the text de-

mands and withholds, and this can fi ttingly stand as an allegorical emblem 

for the motto, Diff erence relates. Th e third illustration that comes to mind 

is the practical political issue of micropolitics and alliance politics on the 

left , the problem of the relationship by diff erence between a host of groups 

organized around radically diff erent concerns and slogans, which cannot 

be subsumed under any unifi ed political “line” of the older type and yet 

which seek a conjunction of energies and which are palpably related in 

spirit to one another.

But as this may strike some readers as some rather modish endorsement 

of current forms of postmodernism, I would also like to say it in a very 

diff erent language, that of a text which has always been very important to 

me, namely, Heidegger’s essay the “Origins of the Work of Art.” Heidegger 

there describes the eff ect and function of the “authentic” work of art as the 

inauguration of a “rift ” between what he calls World and Earth—what we 

can rewrite in other language as the dimensions of History and the social 

project, on the one hand, and Nature or matter, on the other, ranging from 
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geographical or ecological constraint all the way to the individual body. 

Th e force of Heidegger’s description lies in the way in which the gap be-

tween these two dimensions is maintained: the implication is that we all 

live in both dimensions at once, in some irreconcilable simultaneity (and I 

would think that his distinction both includes and largely transcends more 

traditional categories like those of the “public” and the “private”). We are 

at all moments in history and in matter; we are at one and the same time 

historical beings and “natural” ones, living in the meaning endowment of 

the historical project and the meaninglessness of organic life, without any 

ultimate “synthesis” between these two dimensions ever being possible or 

conceivable. Th e Heideggerian formula thus fi rst repudiates any such con-

ception of a possible synthesis between History and Nature (such synthe-

ses are called “metaphysics”), and at one and the same time repudiates a 

conception of the work of art which would aim at reuniting both symboli-

cally, under some repression of History by Nature, or the reverse. Th e work 

of art can therefore never heal this fundamental “distance”; but it can do 

something else, and better—it can stage the very tension between the two 

dimensions in such a way that we are made to live within that tension and 

to affi  rm its reality. Th is has always seemed to me an extraordinarily sug-

gestive conception of the inaugural “poetic” act, which Heidegger goes on 

to assimilate to the comparable philosophical act (the deconcealment of Be-

ing) and to the act of political revolution (the inauguration of a new society, 

the production or invention of radically new social relations). His examples 

are traditional ones (the Greek temple, the Mörike poem, the Van Gogh 

painting), but allow for very unexpected modern equivalents in a fallen so-

ciety: our own great American poem, William Carlos Williams’s Paterson 

enacts the Heideggerian project negatively, “producing the concept” of the 

inaugural American epic by a systematic demonstration of the latter’s im-

possibility. Still, I think that this may be fi nally a more useful framework in 

which to grasp some of the more stimulating and enabling consequences of 

the notion that diff erence can relate.

green: Th ose who might have doubts about the unity and singleness you 

sense in the historical narrative might well harbor similar suspicions of an-

other central category in your critical scheme—the “Real.” Could you talk 

about the necessity and importance of this category to your thinking? Again, 

Lacan and Althusser seem to be centrally behind your insistence of thinking 

the “Real” as a materialist category.

(1) One clear criticism of the “Real” derives from a mistrust of transcen-
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dental signifi eds. Even if the “Real” is an “absent cause,” that which “resists 

symbolisation absolutely” and must be apprehended through its textual 

eff ects, is it not open to the criticism of belonging to a nostalgia for things 

simply as they are, things in themselves, of history before the text, history as 

plenitude?

(2) From another perspective, your layering of the real and the textual, 

of history and its narratives, has met with criticism from another quarter. Is 

there something dangerously convenient about holding the “Real” in reserve 

as “absent cause”? In eff ect, does such a deferral of the historical “referent,” 

the “Real,” allow the intricacies of the latest rhetorical criticism while holding 

the materialist “Real” in perpetual reserve?

Jameson: Th e two questions cancel one another out, one would think. 

Th e fi rst confronts me with the classic poststructuralist objection (the 

“referent” does not exist), while the second accuses me of dangerous com-

placency precisely with respect to that same poststructuralist position. In 

fact, the “model” here is that of the analytic situation, as the source of this 

terminology in Lacan might suggest. Th e “Real” is the moment of truth, 

the moment of anxiety, in which the analysand approaches the painful 

and unwanted truth of his or her situation—not because he or she sud-

denly glimpses or “discovers” the truth in some full representational way, 

but rather because of the gradual weakening of defenses, character armor, 

mauvaise foi, rationalization, and the like. Th is process has its equivalent 

in the political realm, in the realm of ideologies, where a conjuncture (and 

at the outer limit a polarizing, revolutionary situation) causes the (usually 

liberal) ideological system of defenses to crumble and confronts us with 

anxiety of choice and commitment. It is this process which is meant by the 

imperfect language of an “asymptotic approach to the ‘Real’; and just as 

the analyst can describe it abstractly (or “scientifi cally”), so can the histo-

rian or political analyst, provided it is understood that there is a vast gap 

between that conceptual or abstract shorthand and the experience of the 

process itself (and also, of course, that the abstract analysis can be wrong 

or incomplete).

green: Let me raise a question about yet another of your central themes, the 

Utopian. How do you respond to those who question, as question they must, 

the apparent transcendentalism of what seems to be a recuperation of history 

as History, “transparence,” “cure,” and “plenitude”? Is the Utopian yet one 

more transcendental vision, the resting place of materialist heterogeneity, col-



32 jameson on jameson

lective unity, and self-transparence? Given the reigning theoretical  mistrust 

for the safety of origins or their mirrored fulfi llments, why does the Utopian 

remain such a vital theme in your work? What urgency does it satisfy?

(1) I would like to get at this question from a slightly diff erent angle. You 

seem to mistrust the Althusserian dichotomy of science and ideology. But is it 

possible that, while you question Althusser’s notion of science, you introduce 

your own epistemological anchor, a sort of epistemological guarantee, in the 

form of the Utopian? “It is in detecting the traces of that uninterrupted nar-

rative, in restoring to the surface of the text the repressed and buried reality of 

this fundamental history, that the doctrine of the political unconscious fi nds 

its function and its necessity.”

(2) Perhaps more practically, what space does Utopian unity leave for cul-

tural diff erence? What tolerance might there be in the totalized vision for 

racial, sexual, or ethnic diversity?

And aft er the history of our own devastating epoch, of all that we associate 

with names like Stalin or Pol Pot, one might strongly argue that if there is a 

Utopian aspect to revolution, it is powerfully sustained by its own negative, 

a death instinct and will to domination. What sustains your will to believe 

in the romance of Utopia? Some would argue, in this light, that Marxism is 

a relic of an impossible politics, that we can no longer believe in the unity of 

such categories as “mode of production” and “class confl ict.”

Jameson: I’ve made a beginning with this question above, in a previous 

answer. Let me resume that more programmatically by saying that the fash-

ionable current slogan of a “crisis in Marxism” is generally misdirected. I 

don’t mind using the language of “science” and “ideology” in something like 

an Althusserian sense (although I don’t always feel his account of “science” 

is as powerful or persuasive as his account of “ideology”): I bring this up in 

order to suggest that contrary to conventional wisdom (even the conven-

tional wisdom of your question which raises some doubt as to the viability

 of categories like “mode of production” or “class struggle”), the “scientifi c” 

side of Marxism has never been richer or more creative. “Scientifi c” here 

designates the analysis, aft er the fact, of existing or past conjunctures; it in-

volves the explanatory power of Marxism as an analytical instrument (very 

specifi cally including class analysis); and today, in the midst of a worldwide 

and national economic crisis, and with the almost complete collapse of “lib-

eralism” as an ideology, it should not seem necessary laboriously to defend 

this proposition. I would guess that many more people today are willing to 
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entertain specifi cally Marxian explanations for the current crisis than would 

have been the case ten years ago, say. To give you an example which draws 

on your own question, there exist properly Marxist analyses of Stalinism, as 

well as of premature or abortive revolutions such as those in Kampuchea or 

Afghanistan. (On the former, I would recommend you to the history of the 

Soviet revolution by Charles Bettelheim.) Th ese analyses are more powerful 

than any liberal analyses since they do not rely on Lord Acton’s dictum, on 

theological conceptions of the sinfulness of human nature, or on reifi ca-

tions of phenomena like “power” or “bureaucracy,” but are rather totalizing 

models of the social formation as a whole, in which the objective conditions 

of possibility of the enormities of Stalinism are located in the economic base. 

Th e “crisis in Marxism” is thus not a matter of the loss or discrediting of its 

instruments of analysis and of its unique explanatory power; it is rather a 

matter of a crisis in Marxist ideology, a crisis in the properly Utopian con-

ception of what a radically diff erent society should be and of the nature of 

the new social relations that might be imagined in such a system.

Th is is the eff ort for which I have reserved the term Utopian, not in Marx 

and Engels’s original debunking sense, but in the sense of a properly Marx-

ian eff ort to debate alternate forms of social life—something being done far 

more vigorously among the feminists or in the environmental movement 

than among us, among other things because of excessive nervousness about 

“actually existing socialism” and excessive intimidation by the Gulag In-

dustry and post-Marxism generally. On the other hand, if the term Utopian 

remains misleading, then let’s replace it with something else. Yet some of 

the terms of your question imply that such “Utopian thinking” has already 

been done, and that we might consult a secret blueprint somewhere to show 

up its inadequacy in areas like “racial, sexual, or ethnic diversity,” say. But 

no blueprint exists, and it is obvious that such issues come at the very top of 

the agenda. I have the feeling now that I should go on to say some very ob-

vious things, namely, that revolutions in underdeveloped countries (whose 

results have been what Rudolph Bahro calls “actually existing socialism”) 

are obviously bound to have very diff erent contradictions than what might 

be imagined for advanced industrial countries (where such revolutions have 

never taken place); and also that the violence of revolutionary movements 

has always historically been a response to counterrevolutionary violence, 

either from within or from without, from the surrounding world system in 

which such revolutionary enclaves have developed (something as true for 

the great bourgeois revolutions as for modern socialist ones). But perhaps I 

don’t need to go on in this vein.
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What I would prefer to stress here in conclusion is something which 

does not seem to me to have attracted very much attention, namely, the ex-

istence of something like a fear or an anxiety of Utopia which is common 

enough (and even very understandable) within present-day society. I take 

the current attacks on Utopia (and “current” is a matter of politeness, since 

the conceptuality of all this goes back to the hoariest Cold War literature 

of the 1950s and even beyond) not so much as theoretical argument—in any 

case these positions have become doxa and received opinion rather than 

thinking—but rather as the expressions and the symptoms of some deeper 

terror which must confront everyone on the occasion of any fundamentally 

radical change or conversion. Just speaking now on the level of individual 

experience, it is clear that all of our habits and values have been developed 

within the constraints and the alienations of this society, even where the 

individual is concerned to resist those constraints—and perhaps especially 

in this last case. We are indeed far more vitally informed and defi ned by 

our anxieties than we like to think: they make up the very texture of our 

lives, including everything that is most precious about our individual or 

private existence (and this very specifi cally includes the very category of the 

“private” or the “personal” or of “experience” itself). To grasp this in its 

enormity means deepening analyses such as those Benjamin made of the 

relationship between urban sensory shock and Baudelaire’s modernism; 

and coming to a more disturbing sense of the omnipresent symbiosis in 

late capitalism between the destructive or negative stimulus and that cul-

tural transformation of it into “pleasure” or “thrill,” which is increasingly 

the way in which the human organism has found it possible to survive in a 

forbiddingly inhuman environment and to make the latter livable. Getting 

rid of that environment therefore means getting rid also of a whole range of 

intensities and gratifi cations in terms of which we individual subjects of late 

capitalism have become accustomed to defi ning our own “identity.”

To imagine losing all these anxieties therefore places the imagination 

before a frightening stillness—what William Morris meant, I think, when 

to News from Nowhere he gave the revealing subtitle, An Epoch of Rest. 

It is indeed hard to imagine how anything would survive of our current 

passions in such a situation—whose radical diff erences range all the way 

from the disappearance of material anxieties about money, unemployment, 

housing, and medical care to the sudden and unaccountable absence of the 

commodity form, the abolition of the split between “public” and “private” 

(and between “work” and “leisure”), and, no doubt, the libidinal transfor-

mation of the body itself.
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“Utopia” must therefore necessarily be the occasion of great anxiety 

for the privatized individual subject: something that obviously needs to be 

taken into account, not merely in evaluating current anti-utopian ideolo-

gies but more practically in progressive political action as well.

green: Th e theme of “reifi cation” is indispensable in your work. In your 

postface to Aesthetics and Politics you call reifi cation “a disease of that map-

ping function whereby the individual subject projects and models his or her 

own insertion into the collectivity. . . . Th e reifi cation of late capitalism—the 

transformation of human relations into an appearance of relationships be-

tween things—renders society opaque: it is the lived source of the mystifi ca-

tions on which ideology is based and by which domination and exploitation 

are legitimized.” If reifi cation is a disease, the disease which determines the 

opacities of ideology, what is the cure? Is it not the very inescapable represen-

tational nature of ideology which renders it infi rm, incapable of transparent 

appropriation of the real, history, and truth?

Th e question I am asking leads to this: Can you clarify your intentions in 

the two following passages? “Totality is not available to representation, any 

more than it is accessible in the form of some ultimate truth (or moment of 

Absolute Spirit).” And, “If the diagnosis is correct, the intensifi cation of class 

consciousness will be less a matter of populist or ouvrierist exaltation of a sin-

gle class by itself, than of the forcible reopening of access to a sense of society 

as a totality, and the reinvention of possibilities of cognition and perception 

that allow social phenomena once again to become transparent, as moments 

of the struggle between classes.”

Jameson: I use the word reifi cation in a rather idiosyncratic way, which 

may not be clear. Th e term is generally associated with the Lukács of His-

tory and Class Consciousness and can, I think, be interpreted as a far vaster 

category than that designated by the same word in Marx himself (social 

relations coming to be felt as the relations between things); and in particular 

as the place of a kind of synthesis between Lukács’s Weberian heritage and 

that of Marxism proper. Th is is at least how I use the word, so that it stands 

essentially for social and psychic fragmentation—that of specialization, of 

the division of labor, of the labor process itself (Taylorism, Fordism), but 

also for the gridwork of Cartesian extension, for the abstraction of Cartesian 

space, as well as the kinds of perceptual specializations that accompany this 

last, for a new parcellization of the psyche as well, and thereby of the body 

itself and its sensorium, and a whole new dimension of conceptual abstrac-
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tion (to all of which might be added descriptions like that of Foucault of the 

infi nitely divisible gridwork of power, which are also very consistent with 

this general process and enrich our understanding of it in this or that local 

direction). Th is process, which I have described in positive terms, is also a 

negative and violent one, being accompanied by the destruction of com-

munal space and the emergence of private property, and the destruction of 

older forms of collective life (most notably the village) and the atomization 

of people thrown onto the market. Insofar as the description is a binary 

one, it corresponds to the old Gemeinschaft /Gesellschaft  distinction (which 

had its own infl uence on Weber and Lukács) and may thus seem nostalgic 

or Utopian in the bad sense (so here I pick up, more concretely, an issue 

raised in the previous question as well). Th is would be the case only if it 

were a question of two modes of production—that of capitalism, and the 

totality of what preceded it (largely lumped together as precapitalist). But 

the usefulness of the concept of mode of production is that it designates 

a whole variety of precapitalist forms, all diff erent from one another, and 

with no particular Utopian privileges. Something can be learned from all 

of those modes of production about our own specifi c alienation and reifi ca-

tion, our own loss of the collective; on the other hand, in themselves, the 

various precapitalist modes of production were all far more immediately 

violent, involving sheerly physical kinds of exploitation and repression, 

than capitalism itself (which has its own specifi c list of horrors, from en-

closure and imperialism to high-technology torture). So the more general 

category of “reifi cation” does not necessarily, I think, trigger the nostalgic 

refl ex.

I don’t, if I follow the line of the question properly, feel that “representa-

tion” is the fundamental key to ideology in general and the cardinal ideolog-

ical sin. (But to argue this out would involve introducing another issue, that 

of “narrative,” which is, I think, generally what people have in mind when 

they rehearse the usual poststructuralist “critique of representation.”) Th e 

question is not so much as to whether representation is noxious but rather 

as to whether and under what conditions it is possible at all: and it was this 

issue that I sought to address in the passages you quote. In a society colo-

nized by reifi cation—that is, by fragmentation, by an infi nite divisibility of 

social relations, space, and consciousness (and the unconscious) itself—in a 

society whose mode of reifi cation has become dialectically intensifi ed and 

raised to a whole new level in the world of the media image and the simu-

lacrum, the attempt either cognitively or imaginatively to totalize becomes 

one of the preconditions for political action, let alone aesthetic production 
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or theoretical analysis. Such an attempt no doubt involves the reconquest 

of certain forms of representation; on the other hand, my remarks on “dif-

ference” above may suggest that I’m not exactly proposing a return to old-

fashioned Lukácsean realism as this is stereotypically understood.

green: I don’t think I am alone in this observation; one cannot read Fables 

of Aggression or Th e Political Unconscious without noting a certain stub-

born density in your prose. As well, one feels at times to be pushing against an 

almost encyclopedic accumulation of knowledge in your work. Th e combina-

tion makes for rewarding but also diffi  cult reading. What do you think the 

manner of your writing might reveal about your relationship to the institu-

tions that materially sustain your work? What might it say about the nature 

of your audience? I imagine we are back to our fi rst question on the politics of 

your work, having, however, opened the scope to include the political space of 

the institutions which make this work possible.

Jameson: I’m in a poor position to judge the diffi  culty of my own work or 

to defend its stylistic qualities, particularly since with more time and work 

no doubt even the most complicated thoughts might have been made more 

accessible. If one defends diffi  culty a priori (as I have allowed myself to do 

occasionally), this can be taken as an ominous pretext for all kinds of self-

indulgence. But in a general way (and leaving myself out of it), it is always 

surprising how many people in other disciplines still take a relatively belle-

lettristic view of the problems of culture and make the assumption—which 

they would never make in the area of nuclear physics, linguistics, symbolic 

logic, or urbanism—that such problems can still be laid out with all the 

leisurely elegance of a coff ee-table magazine (which is not to be taken as a 

slur on good cultural journalism, of which we have little enough as it is). But 

the problems of cultural theory—which address the relationship between, 

let’s say, consciousness and representation, the unconscious, narrative, the 

social matrix, symbolic syntax and symbolic capital—why should there be 

any reason to feel that these problems are less complex than those of bio-

chemistry? As I’ve already suggested above, my thinking on this takes the 

form of a double standard, a distinction between graduate and undergradu-

ate teaching; and maybe this is what you mean by the role of the institu-

tion (a nicer way of putting all this than the conventional reproach of being 

“academic”). I believe that there is room, alongside what I would call the 

teaching of “content,” for something like formal “laboratory experiments” 

or theoretical research. Th e texts that incorporate this kind of research have 
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their own specifi c public, and there is no reason to suppose they have to be 

of general interest.

Th en there is the question of what has today come to be called “theory”: 

an explosion of very diff erent and specialized codes, which one cannot ignore 

and which have to be addressed in one way or another. If one is content to 

remain within a single one of these codes, one can minimally assume a cer-

tain familiarity with that specialized private language: if you have to address 

a whole range of them, the problems of reference increase to that degree, so 

that you fi nd yourself, or better still, I fi nd myself in the sometimes comical 

position of having to expound a theory and awaken a certain interest and 

enthusiasm for it, only in a later moment to take a polemic and critical dis-

tance from it. Add to this the fact that my own code—which we’ve loosely 

been calling the “dialectic” here—notoriously sees connections between 

everything, with the result that one develops the unfortunate mental habit 

of supposing you can’t say anything without fi rst having said everything in 

advance. But the dialectic is a diff erent way of thinking about things; and its 

problems are not reduced, as in other specialized codes (semiotics, phenom-

enology, etcetera) to the learning of a specialized lexicon. We spoke about 

reifi cation and fragmentation a moment ago: the intensity of that then be-

comes the measure of the diffi  culty of making connections again.

Coming back to myself, I will observe that I have written more popular 

pieces and lectures, whether successfully or not I cannot judge. But popular 

pedagogy and journalism is a matter of great skill, and I don’t see why ev-

eryone should be supposed to have that particular talent. I would also like to 

observe that while I don’t share the widely spread and self-serving attitude 

that today criticism and theory are as “creative” as creative writing used to 

be, still there is the private matter of my own pleasure in writing these texts; 

it is a pleasure tied up in the peculiarities of my “diffi  cult” style (if that’s what 

it is). I wouldn’t write them unless there were some minimal gratifi cation 

in it for myself, and I hope we are not yet too alienated or instrumentalized 

to reserve some small place for what used to be handicraft  satisfaction, even 

in the composition of abstract theory. What is socially off ensive about “theo-

retical” texts like my own is, of course, not their inherent diffi  culty, but rather 

the signals of higher education, that of class privilege, which they emit.

green: How does the “fi eld” look for Marxists in American universities to-

day? Are there jobs? Are younger Marxists getting tenure? Do you believe that 

anything like a “community” of Marxist academics exists in America?
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Jameson: Th e current situation for Marxist or radical academics is I 

think defi ned by three parameters, exclusive of the fi nancial and budget 

crisis itself, which is the obvious outer constraint of the situation. First, it 

does not (yet) seem to have been possible, aft er the failure of the Vietnam 

War, to restore a genuinely McCarthyist purge-type atmosphere (which is 

not to say that it will remain impossible to do this). Second, one has the 

feeling that university administrators generally are consciously or uncon-

sciously conditioned by one overriding concern: that the 1960s (in the obvi-

ous senses of the reference) shall never return. Th e 1960s, however, evolved 

in such a way that the traditional ideological markers (“are you or have 

you ever been a member,” etcetera) became disjoined from the “disruptive” 

activities of radical troublemakers on campus who had no affi  liation with 

or interest in the older ideological institutions: and this makes for a certain 

ambiguity at the present time and perhaps indeed explains in part why a 

simple old-fashioned McCarthyist solution is unworkable. But undesirables 

can be fi red for all kinds of administrative reasons whose political intent is 

hard to demonstrate (legally). Th e third parameter is, however, a great re-

newal of interest in Marxism in all fi elds, at least on the graduate level: this 

essentially refl ects an impatience and a fatigue with a great many formal-

isms, and also the disintegration of the dominant liberal ideology which 

has been with us since the New Deal. So many academic departments feel 

the pressure of student demands in this area (the famous academic market-

place, aft er all!), and the working solution seems to be a pattern in which 

you hire junior professors to satisfy that student interest, but dismiss them 

at the moment of tenure; it is a solution which is also fi nancially attractive, 

for obvious reasons.

I have mentioned the “legitimation crisis” of our hitherto hegemonic 

ideology, namely, liberalism (something that ranges from the exhaustion of 

Keynesianism to the political disarray of the New Deal coalition, and which 

drags all kinds of hitherto unexamined presuppositions and values down 

with it in its ruin). Th is situation has clearly opened a space for the vigorous 

development of all kinds of right-wing ideologies, from which some revital-

ized corporatism may be expected to emerge: what must not be forgotten 

is that it opens up a very signifi cant new space for Marxism as well. But it 

is important not to confuse the critique of liberalism with attacks on lib-

eral allies and what used to be called “progressive elements in the middle 

classes”: there is a historical lag here, and people in this country—from gov-

ernment functionaries to voting Democrats of all kinds—have still largely 
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been formed by the ideals of the New Deal tradition, as is still clear in the 

kinds of popular front alliances which continue to be vital in disarmament 

or antinuclear movements, in feminism, in the resistance to American mil-

itary intervention abroad, and so forth. What one wants to show about the 

persistence of such ideals is not that they are “wrong” and ideological, petty 

bourgeois, and the like, but rather something very diff erent, namely, that 

they are unrealizable within multinational capitalism.

Th is said, I think it would be a mistake to defend the place of Marxism 

in the American university system on the basis of (an otherwise admirable) 

liberal tolerance and pluralism. Th ere is a far more powerful justifi cation 

to be made for the intellectual role of Marxism than this, and it has to do 

with what has been termed reifi cation in an earlier section of this interview, 

namely, with the increasing specialization and fragmentation of the disci-

plines. Many intellectuals deplore this irreversible development, by which 

increasingly small segments of reality become the provinces of specialized 

codes or private languages (whose jargon and lexicon are perhaps not even 

so forbidding as the sedimentation in each of them of voluminous disci-

plinary traditions—both key texts and a history of key problems—which no 

lay person has the time to master). Th e mainstream academic “solution” to 

this crisis has been, under whatever slogan, the notion of “interdisciplin-

ary” programs, whose results have until now notoriously been disappoint-

ing indeed. Over against this, I think it is crucial to insist on the fact that 

Marxism is the only living philosophy today which has a conception of the 

unity of knowledge and the unifi cation of the “disciplinary” fi elds in a way 

that cuts across the older departmental and institutional structures and 

restores the notion of a universal object of study underpinning the seem-

ingly distinct inquiries into the economical, the political, the cultural, the 

psychoanalytic, and so forth. Th is is not a dogmatic opinion but simply an 

empirical fact: if middle-class thought can devise, I don’t say a better, but 

simply another, vital ideal of the unity of knowledge, then fi ne, let it do so: 

but it has not done so, and its historic attempts in this direction—positiv-

ism was one, American pragmatism another, semiotics only the latest in 

this series—have not fi nally been very impressive. I remember an article by 

Stephen Toulmin a few years ago in the New York Review of Books in which 

he had occasion to deplore the cosmetic excision of “Marxist” passages 

from English translations of the work of Lev Vygotsky and other Soviet sci-

entists: those passages, he said, were not simply ideological lip service to the 

regime; they formed an integral part of the scientifi c text. And then he ob-

served this, which seems to me of the greatest relevance to the present dis-



with Leonard Green, Jonathan Culler, and Richard Klein 41

cussion: whether we like it or not, he said, we need to take into account the 

possibility that Marxism is a better ideological and conceptual framework 

for scientists to work and do research in than those generally available in 

the West. At any rate, some such position would seem to me to be a stronger 

and less defensive framework in which to argue the importance of Marxism 

in the university than one which appeals to charity, tolerance or guilt.

Your question on the “community” of Marxist intellectuals has a na-

tional and also an international dimension; I suppose the answer is that 

such a community does not really exist here yet, for many reasons of which 

I will note two. First, the intellectuals who identify themselves as Marxist 

are only a small part of the more generally radical community as a whole, 

and there is no little tension between these two categories, not least because 

of the things associated with “Marxism” and “Marxism-Leninism” in the 

1960s. Second, Marxist academics are as fragmented, as vulnerable to the 

departmental specializations, as anyone else, if not more so: the humani-

ties versus the social scientists, not to speak of the linguistic contexts, Latin 

American versus North American, European versus postcolonial, et cetera, 

so that, above and beyond the increasing diffi  culties in getting a grasp of 

someone else’s discipline, there is in operation a certain disciplinary rivalry 

or incomprehension, which, coming back to ourselves, always thumps 

down hardest on “culture,” since in a business society that is universally 

agreed to be the most frivolous of the “disciplines,” from a political or any 

other standpoint.

Culler: One might argue that the most politically eff ective movement in 

literary criticism has been that of feminist criticism, which has succeeded in 

opening up the literary canon, introducing new sorts of courses—on women 

writers—to educational institutions of the most diverse sorts, and thus af-

fecting thinking beyond that of specialists in research universities. Th ree 

questions:

(1) What do you think about the actual and potential impact of feminist 

literary criticism?

(2) Is there a lesson here for other sorts of criticism that seek political im-

pact? Feminist criticism has, in its theoretical discourses, been extremely het-

erogeneous. Is this related to its institutional success?

(3) If we take feminist criticism as the example of critical thought, with 

a Utopian dimension which has aff ected the institutions within which it is 

lodged, can you envision comparable eff ects that your own mode of criticism 

might achieve?



42 jameson on jameson

Jameson: Obviously we have learned many things from feminism, but 

people have also been changed by the very changes in social temperature 

from which the feminist movements themselves sprang, so all this is hard 

to sort out. I have to say that much of the political force of feminism comes 

from its collective dimension, its status as the culture and the ideology of 

a genuine social group; and this ties back also about the political problems 

raised today by the dynamics of microgroups or small-group politics. Th e 

weakness of a Marxist intelligentsia over against these collective realities 

is the classical weakness of the well-known “free-fl oating” intellectual, 

defi ned “by defi nition” as someone who has no group affi  liation or who 

has lost some initial group connection. Perhaps I could put it more pro-

grammatically by asking with what organic social group the straight white 

male intellectual has any particular affi  nities; modify any of the qualifi ers 

and you get minimally the possibility of being an intellectual and having a 

group identity (qua gay or black or woman or ethnic)—although that does 

not really cure the ancient malaise of the “intellectual” either in the long 

run. At any rate, the question of the eff ectiveness or power of an ideology 

(or philosophy or method or whatever) can never be kept separate from the 

matter of its collective dynamics and underpinnings. (Th e other solution 

for such intellectuals is evidently to form small sectarian groups, organized 

around ideological “lines,” which then substitute for the missing “knowable 

community.”)

I have myself been particularly interested in some of the new paradigms 

of cultural history projected by various feminisms; and also concerned that 

the rather tense “dialogue” between Marxism and certain of those femi-

nisms not degenerate into a sterile quarrel about what the “real” ultimately 

determining instance is (class or sex?). It seems to me very plausible, for 

example, that certain moments of cultural history are determined, at least 

in part, by a whole male backlash and instinctive defense of privilege, that 

is, by a fear of feminism and the production of various new kinds of ideo-

logical defenses against that social threat (including, of course, new and 

more attractive images of what “women’s place” should be and why they 

should be happy to stay put in it). Historical paradigms of this kind have al-

ready shown us a great deal about the cultural past (and present) which we 

didn’t see before (or didn’t want to see before, to limit the pronoun to men). 

All I would want to add to this is the reminder (Althusserian overdeter-

mination!) that these do not have to be single-shot or monocausal models. 

Just as it seems very possible that at a given moment, cultural production 

is dominated by an anxiety about the loss of gender privileges, so, too, it 
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seems equally plausible to me that such an anxiety—with its own fantasies, 

representations, symbolic expressions or obsessions, and the like—can be 

grasped as a multipurpose “apparatus” through which many other anxiet-

ies equally fi nd their own expression—and those would continue to include 

class anxieties, anxieties about the future, the unconscious “management” 

of class struggle, and so forth. At other historical moments, this hierarchy 

of the investments of anxiety might well be arranged diff erently, and class 

representations might well be called on to articulate, at the same time, in 

an overdetermined fashion, the at the moment weaker gender (or racial) 

anxieties which a dominant group also feels. What I have sometimes called 

the “political unconscious” demands the exploration of all these multiple 

determinations on the occasion of this or that unique historical conjunc-

ture; it was never meant to exclude any of them (such as gender or race) or 

to limit its explorations to the thematics of social class (do I really have to 

say this?). So the thematics of feminism do not have to be taken as an alter-

native interpretive code, provided we are united, if not by some achieved 

vision of a future utopian community, then at least by the necessity of de-

veloping one. 



Interview with Anders Stephanson

Stephanson: Your argument about postmodernism has two levels: on 

the one hand, an inventory of constitutive features, and on the other, an ac-

count of a vaster reality which these features are said to express.1

Jameson: Th e idea is to create a mediatory concept, to construct a model 

that can be articulated in, and descriptive of, a whole series of diff erent cul-

tural phenomena. Th is unity, or system, is then placed in a relation to the 

infrastructural reality of late capitalism. Th e aim, in other words, is to pro-

vide something that can face in two directions: a principle for the analysis of 

cultural texts, which is at the same time a working system that can show the 

general ideological function of all these features taken together. I’m not sure 

that my analysis has covered all the essentials, but I tried to range across a 

set of qualitatively diff erent things, starting with the visual, passing through 

the temporal, and then returning to a new conception of space itself.

Since our fi rst concepts of postmodernism have tended to be negative 

(i.e., it isn’t this, it isn’t that, it isn’t a whole series of things that modernism 

was), I begin by comparing modernism and postmodernism. However, the 

object is ultimately a positive description, not in any sense of value (so that 

postmodernism would then be “better” than modernism) but to grasp post-

modernism as a new cultural logic in its own right, as something more than 

a mere reaction. Historically, of course, it did begin as a reaction against the 

institutionalization of modernism in universities, museums, and concert 

halls, and against the canonization of a certain kind of architecture. Th is 

entrenchment is felt to be oppressive by the generation that comes of age, 

Th is version of the interview fi rst appeared as Anders Stephanson, “Regarding Postmodern-

ism: An Interview with Fredric Jameson,” Social Text 17 (1987): 29–54. An earlier and shorter 

version appeared as “An Interview with Fredric Jameson by A. Stephanson on Postmodern-

ism,” Flash Art 131 (1986): 69–73.
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roughly speaking, in the 1960s; and, not surprisingly, it then systematically 

tries to make a breathing space for itself by repudiating modernist values. 

In the literary context, values thus repudiated include complexity and am-

biguity of language, irony, the concrete universal, and the construction of 

elaborate symbolic systems. Th e specifi c features would of course have been 

somewhat diff erent in other arts.

Stephanson: You begin the exploration with an analysis of depth and 

surface in painting.

Jameson: I wanted to focus on a certain fl atness, not to be confused with 

the way in which modernist painting famously reconquered the surface of 

the painting. I describe this in terms of the disappearance of a certain depth, 

a word I wanted to function in a deliberately ambiguous way. I meant not 

only visual depth—which was already happening in modern painting—but 

also interpretative depth, the idea that the object is fascinating because of 

the density of its secrets, which are then to be uncovered by interpretation. 

All this vanishes. Similarly, because the idea of interpretive depth is a sub-

theme of the relation between postmodernism in the arts and contemporary 

theory, I tried to show how this goes along with a new kind of conceptual-

ization which no longer involves philosophical notions of depth, that is, vari-

ous hermeneutics in which one interprets an appearance in terms of some 

underlying reality, which these philosophies then uncode. Finally, historic-

ity and historical depth, which used to be called historical consciousness or 

the sense of the past, are abolished. In short, objects fall into the world and 

become decoration again; visual depth and systems of interpretation fade 

away, and something peculiar happens to historical time.

Th is is then accompanied by a transformation of the depth of psycho-

logical aff ect in that a particular kind of phenomenological or emotional 

reaction to the world disappears. Symptomatic here is the changeover from 

anxiety—the dominant feeling or aff ect in modernism—to a diff erent sys-

tem to which schizophrenic or drug language gives the key notion. I am re-

ferring to what the French have started to call intensities of highs and lows. 

Th ese have nothing to do with “feelings” that off er clues to meaning in the 

way anxiety did. Anxiety is a hermeneutic emotion, expressing an underly-

ing nightmare state of the world; whereas highs and lows really don’t imply 

anything about the world because you can feel them on whatever occasion. 

Th ey are no longer cognitive.
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Stephanson: You speak here of “the hysterical sublime” and “the ex-

hilaration of the gleaming surface.” In the “dialectical intensifi cation of the 

autoreferentiality of all modern culture,” we face a complete lack of aff ect 

punctured by moments of extreme intensity.

Jameson: Dialectically, in the conscious sublime, it is the self that touches 

the limit; here it is the body that is touching its limits, “volatilized,” in this 

experience of images, to the point of being outside itself, or losing itself. 

What you get is a reduction of time to an instant in a most intense fi nal 

punctual experience of all these things, but it is no longer subjective in the 

older sense in which a personality is standing in front of the Alps, know-

ing the limits of the individual subject and the human ego. On the con-

trary, it is a kind of nonhumanist experience of limits beyond which you 

get dissolved.

Stephanson: Whereupon we reach the temporal aspect.

Jameson: Yes. Th e visual metaphoric depth gives way to a description of 

temporal disconnection and fragmentation, the kind of thing embodied, 

for example, in John Cage’s music. Discontinuity in sound and time is then 

seen as emblematic of the disappearance of certain relationships to history 

and the past. Analogously, it is related to the way we describe a text today 

as the production of discontinuous sentences without any larger unifying 

forms. A rhetoric of texts replaces older notions of a work organized ac-

cording to this or that form. Indeed, the very language of form disappears.

Stephanson: During the 1960s, I was once told that the average camera 

movement—a change of view, a zoom, a pan—did not go below something 

like one per 7.5 seconds in an ordinary thirty-second commercial, the reason 

being that this was considered the optimum of what human perception could 

handle. Now, it is down to something like 3.5 or less. I have actually timed 

commercials in which there is about one change every two seconds, fi ft een 

changes in a matter of thirty seconds.

Jameson: We are approaching a logic of subliminality there, and your 

example eff ectively illustrates this new logic of diff erence to which we are 

being programmed—these are increasingly rapid and empty breaks in our 

time. Each training in an increased tempo is a training in feeling that it is 

natural to shift  from one thing to another.
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Stephanson: Nam June Paik’s video art is, as you say, a valuable post-

modernist place to explore this problem.

Jameson: As a kind of training in a new logic of diff erence. An empty 

formal training or programming in a new way of perceiving diff erence.

Stephanson: What exactly is that new way of perceiving diff erence?

Jameson: I tried to put this in the slogan “diff erence relates.” Th e very 

perception of breaks and diff erence becomes a meaning in itself; yet not a 

meaning that has content but one that seems to be a meaningful, yet new, 

form of unity. Th is kind of view does not pose the problem, “How do we 

relate those things, how do we turn those things back into continuities or 

similarities?” It simply says, “When you register diff erence, something pos-

itive is happening in your mind.” It’s a way of getting rid of content.

Stephanson: From this diagnosis of the temporal you proceed to the 

spatial.

Jameson: I then link these two sets of features (surface and fragmenta-

tion) in terms of the spatialization of time. Time has become a perpetual 

present and thus spatial. Our relationship to the past is now a spatial one.

Stephanson: Why does it necessarily become spatial?

Jameson: One privileged challenge for modernist language—take that 

of Marcel Proust or Th omas Mann, for example—always involved tempo-

ral description. Th at notion of “deep time,” Bergsonian time, seems radi-

cally irrelevant to our contemporary experience, which is one of a perpet-

ual  spatial present. Our theoretical categories also tend to become spatial: 

structural analyses with graphs of synchronic multiplicities of spatially 

related things (as opposed to, say, the dialectic and its temporal moments), 

or languages like Foucault’s, with its empty rhetoric of cutting, sorting, 

and modifying, a kind of spatial language in which you organize data like 

a great block to be chopped up in various ways. Indeed, this happens to 

be how I “use” Foucault, with limitations that will probably infuriate his 

disciples. Much of Foucault was already familiar: the binary opposition 

between center and margin was largely developed in Sartre’s Saint Genet; 

the concepts of power had emerged in many places, but  fundamentally in 
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the anarchist tradition; and the totalizing strategies of his various schemes 

also have many analogies from Weber on. I propose, rather, to consider 

Foucault in terms of the cognitive mapping of power, the construction of 

spatial picture models, and the transfer of conceptions of social power and 

its forms onto powerful spatial fi gures. But then, of course, once put that 

way, Foucault’s own fi gures—the grid, for example—become starkly rela-

tivized and cease to be theories as such.

Stephanson: Where does “hyperspace” come into the spatial argument?

Jameson: Normal space is made up of things, or organized by things. 

Here we are talking about the dissolution of things. In this fi nal moment, 

one cannot talk about components anymore. We used to talk about this in 

terms of subject-object dialectics; but in a situation in which subjects and 

objects have been dissolved, hyperspace is the ultimate of the object-pole, 

and intensity the ultimate of the subject-pole, even though we no longer 

have subjects and objects.

At any rate, the motion of spatialization replacing temporalization leads 

back to architecture and new experiences of space which I think are very 

diff erent from any previous moments of the space of the city, to name one 

example. What is striking about the new urban ensembles around Paris, 

for example, is that there is absolutely no perspective at all. Not only has the 

street disappeared (that was already the task of modernism), but all profi les 

have disappeared as well. Th is is bewildering, and I use existential bewil-

derment in this new postmodern space to make a fi nal diagnosis of the loss 

of our ability to position ourselves within this space and cognitively to map 

it. Th is is then projected back on the emergence of a global, multinational 

culture that is decentered and cannot be visualized, a culture in which one 

cannot position oneself. Th at is the conclusion.

Stephanson: To be more specifi c, you use, very elegantly, John Portman’s 

Bonaventure Hotel in Los Angeles as an example: a mirror facade, a self-

enclosed structure in which it is impossible to orient oneself. Yet the new 

commercial spaces around Rodeo Drive are the very opposite of what you 

describe: quaint squares, readily visible spaces where things can be purchased 

in quite obvious and conventional ways.

Jameson: But that is the Disney version of postmodern architecture, 

the Disneyland pastiche of the older square or piazza. I picked emblematic 
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things and not, by any means, everything that can be analyzed in that vein. 

Th ese other examples do not exemplify the hyperspace, but they are cer-

tainly exemplary of the production of simulacra. Disney’s epcot is another 

excellent example.

Stephanson: In other words, you are referring to his compressed ver-

sion of the world: little toy countries where you can orient yourself in no time 

at all.

Jameson: I suppose you can orient yourself because walking paths are 

available. But where you actually are is a real problem, for you may in fact 

be in the Florida Everglades, and in this case you are not only in a swamp 

but also in a simulacrum of a diff erent geographical complex altogether. 

Disneyland is, on the whole, supremely prophetic and paradigmatic of these 

multiple shift ing and dissolving spatial levels.

Stephanson: Th e emergence of postmodernism is materially tied in 

your analysis to the rise of American capital on a global scale, dated to 

the late 1950s and early 1960s. However, the United States was then actu-

ally beginning to experience a relative decline in its postwar dominance: 

other nations were coming back economically, and there was an upsurge in 

third world liberation movements and the return in the fi rst world of 

 oppositional ideologies fashioned very much on the depth model (Marxism 

for one).

Jameson: Notions of the discontinuity of culture and economics can ac-

count for some of that. Th e setting in place of American power is one thing; 

the development of a culture which both refl ects and perpetuates that 

power is a somewhat diff erent matter. Th e old cultural slate had to be wiped 

clean, and this could happen in the United States instead of Europe because 

of the relative absence of the persistent background of an ancien régime 

culture over here. Once modernism broke down, the absence of traditional 

forms of culture in the United States opened up a fi eld for a whole new 

cultural production across the board. Individual things could be pioneered 

in Europe, but a system of culture could only emerge from this American 

possibility. Th e moment American power begins to be questioned, a new 

cultural apparatus becomes necessary to reinforce it. Th e system of post-

modernism comes in as the vehicle for a new kind of ideological hegemony 

that might not have been required before.
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Stephanson: Isn’t this view close to straightforward functionalism or 

instrumentalism?

Jameson: Yes and no. Th ere is certainly a way in which this system—

from the export of American television shows to so-called high cultural 

values, above all the very logic and practice of “American” consumption 

itself—is as eff ective a vehicle for depoliticization as religion may once have 

been. Th ere had to be channels of transmission, which are laid in place with 

communications systems, televisions, computers, and so forth. Worldwide, 

that was really only available in the 1960s. Suffi  ce it simply for a power elite 

to say: “Well, in this situation we need a cultural system which has to cor-

respond to changes that are taking place in people’s lives and off er a kind 

of content.” Th e new life experience embodied in postmodernism is very 

powerful precisely because it has a great deal of content that seems to come 

as a solution to existential problems.

A lot of other discontinuous systems are going on here too. Some of the 

social eff ects of American hegemony are not felt until the 1960s—the Green 

Revolution in agriculture, for example—so it’s wrong to see this merely in 

terms of political power. Much of the social resistance of the 1960s comes 

when people—peasants, for instance—begin to realize what the neocolonial 

systems are doing to ways of life that had been exploited before but left  rela-

tively intact. Th e emergence of resistance does not necessarily mean merely 

rolling back American infl uence; it can be a symptom of the disintegrat-

ing eff ects of that infl uence on deeper levels of social life than the politi-

cal one.

Stephanson: When you depict the capitalist destruction of Van Gogh’s 

world of peasant shoes and Heidegger’s country pathway, you do so in terms 

of Tafuri’s account of the modernist project in architecture: the aim of ensur-

ing that the future holds no surprises, the idea of “planifi cation” and elimina-

tion of future risk. Th is seems a valid point. However, you skate over rather 

easily the modernizing features of Marxism itself, the results of which are 

clear and obvious in the unthinking destruction of the environment in Soviet-

style societies. Planifi cation with a vengeance, which actually prepares the 

grounds for future disaster. Th e obliteration of Heidegger’s pathway can thus 

be seen as an integral feature of any modernizing ethic.

Jameson: Plainly, in an advanced society, our immediate oppositional 

tendency is to talk about restraining technological progress. I am not sure 
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poor societies always have that option. Some of these features, what is hap-

pening to cities like Moscow, are part of what could be called the cultural 

debt crisis. Th ink of the 1960s and 1970s, when the Soviets were sucked 

into the world system and began to believe that they had to have tourists 

and build big hotels. One has to distinguish between the Promethean sce-

nario—the struggle with nature—and other kinds of commodifi cation that 

they really get from us or that they imitate in a lot of ways.

Stephanson: Yet Stalin was a great admirer of American technology and 

Taylorist effi  ciency. Th e fact that the Soviets engage in this sort of destruc-

tion is not only rooted in their wanting to catch up with the West or having 

to compete with the West but also is embedded in a certain kind of Marxist 

theory. By delineating the problematic in an exclusively capitalist domain, 

you render yourself open to the objection that a strong element of conquer-

ing nature and older “logics” exists in Marxist as well as capitalist thought. 

Marcuse’s analysis of Soviet theory is surely unequivocal on this point. If your 

argument, in short, is built on the idea of the relentless ordering of the world 

in terms of the commodifying logic of capital, it must also be clear that cer-

tain Marxisms are far from innocent.

Jameson: I agree. But the emphasis on production and productivity and 

on catching up with capitalism is at least part of the competition in which 

capitalism has ensnared these underdeveloped countries: they have to catch 

up. Th erefore we have a very elaborate dialectical process where these so-

cieties have found it necessary to go beyond self-suffi  ciency or autarchy to 

generate modernization for many pressing reasons, like armament.

Stephanson: Yes, but the conception of modernity is there from the 

outset.

Jameson: Th at is indeed an ideological conception, and it no doubt needs 

to be rethought.

Stephanson: Your model goes from the microlevel, assorted things here 

and there, to the macrolevel, represented by Mandel’s concept of late capital-

ism. Th ese “homologies” between the three moments of capital and the three 

moments in cultural development (realism, modernism, and postmodernism) 

lend credence to descriptions of your position as unreconstructed Lukácsian-

ism. It does seem to be a case of expressive causality,  correspondences and 
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all. However, it is diffi  cult to see how one can preserve a consistent politi-

cal commitment if one adopts poststructuralist fantasies of pure contingency 

and nonrelation. In a nutshell, a certain amount of reductionism is neces-

sary. Hence objections to the actual concept of the three stages of capitalism 

aside, I think the idea of this kind of model is perfectly proper. Problems arise, 

however, with the meditating instances, the way in which you jump from the 

minute to the staggeringly global.

Jameson: But Lukács takes a moralizing position on modernism that is 

neither historical nor dialectical. He thinks it is something essentially mor-

ally wrong that can be eliminated by an eff ort of the will. Th at position is 

very diff erent from my presentation of something that seems more morally 

horrendous, namely postmodernism. As for expressive causality, I fi nd it 

paradoxical that a discontinuous and dialectical model of something can 

be criticized for being an idealistic continuity that includes a telos. Each of 

these moments is dialectically diff erent from each other and has diff erent 

laws and modes of operation. I also make a place for overdetermination; 

that is, some things are enabled by developments in the cultural realm that 

tie into others at certain conjunctures. I don’t think that’s what one would 

do in a model of “the Spirit of the Age.” For example, the notion of hege-

mony is not normally thought to be Hegelian. In talking about a certain 

kind of cultural hegemony, I have left  a space for oppositional, or enclaves 

of, resistance, all kind of things not integrated into the global model but 

necessarily defi ned against it. I can see how in some very loose and general 

sense one can make the sort of characterization you made, and in the same 

loose and general sense it wouldn’t bother me. If we talk about the specifi cs, 

however, I would certainly want to see what reprehensible things “expres-

sive causality” ended up doing before I endorsed it. On the other hand, as 

you say, any attempt to be systematic potentially attracts those criticisms 

because the whole point is to make a reduction in the fi rst place.

Stephanson: What distinguishes your concept of postmodernism is the 

fact that it does not designate it as a stylistic mode but as a cultural domi-

nant. In that way it bears little relation to the ideas of everyone from Tafuri 

to Lyotard.

Jameson: Two points here. First, it’s important to understand that this 

notion of a dominant does not exclude forms of resistance. In fact, the whole 

point for me in undertaking this analysis was the idea that one wouldn’t be 
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able to measure the eff ectiveness of resistance unless one knew what the 

dominant forces were. My conception of postmodernism is thus not meant 

to be monolithic, but to allow evaluations of other currents within this sys-

tem—which cannot be measured unless one knows what the system is.

Second, I want to propose a dialectical view in which we see postmod-

ernism neither as immoral, frivolous, or reprehensible because of its lack of 

high seriousness, nor as good in the McLuhanist, celebratory sense of the 

emergence of some wonderful new Utopia. Features of both are going on 

at once. Certain aspects of postmodernism can be seen as relatively posi-

tive, such as the return of storytelling aft er the sort of poetic novels that 

modernism used to produce. Other features are obviously negative (the loss 

of a sense of history, for example). All in all, these developments have to be 

confronted as a historical situation rather than as something to be morally 

deplored or simply celebrated.

Stephanson: Moralizing aside, is postmodernism not predominantly 

negative from a Marxist perspective?

Jameson: Th ink of its popular character and the relative democratiza-

tion involved in various postmodernist forms. Th is is an experience of cul-

ture accessible to far more people than the older modernist languages were. 

Certainly, that cannot be altogether bad. Culturalization on a very wide 

front might be deplored by people for whom modernism was a very sophis-

ticated language to be conquered by dint of self-formation, of which post-

modernism is then a bastardization and vulgarization. Why this should be 

condemned from a left ist standpoint is, however, not clear to me.

Stephanson: In that sense, no, but as you yourself have emphasized, 

simple opposition to totality in the name of some celebrated fragmentation 

and heterogeneity render the very idea of critique diffi  cult.

Jameson: Yet even heterogeneity is a positive thing: the social rhetoric 

of diff erences is refl ected in this, which in itself is surely not a bad thing. 

Th e point is that many of these seemingly negative features can be looked at 

positively if they are seen historically. If one views them as items in a defense 

of postmodern art, they don’t look the same. Postmodern architecture is 

demonstrably a symptom of democratization, of a new relationship of cul-

ture to people, but this does not mean that one can defend or glamorize the 

buildings of postmodernists simply because they are populist buildings.
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Stephanson: It is obvious, nevertheless, that postmodernist discourse 

makes it diffi  cult to say things about the whole.

Jameson: One of the ways to describe this is as a modifi cation in the very 

nature of the cultural sphere: a loss of the autonomy of culture, or a case of 

culture falling into the world. As you say, this makes it much more diffi  -

cult to speak of cultural systems and to evaluate them in isolation. A whole 

new theoretical problem is thereby posed. Th inking at once negatively and 

 positively about it is a beginning, but what we need is a new vocabulary. Th e 

languages that have been useful in talking about culture and politics in the 

past don’t really seem adequate to this historical moment.

Stephanson: Yet you retain the classical Marxist paradigm: the master 

narrative underneath this search for a new vocabulary is very traditional.

Jameson: Traditional in a sense, but it implies a third stage of capitalism 

which is not present in Marx.

Stephanson: Nor indeed is the second one, “monopoly capitalism,” 

which was invented by the Second International and bought wholesale, with 

very bad results, by the Th ird.

Jameson: Th e Marxist framework is still indispensable for understand-

ing the new historical content, which demands not a modifi cation of the 

Marxist framework, but an expansion of it.

Stephanson: Why is that clear?

Jameson: Contemporary Marxist economics and social science is not 

a rewriting of nineteenth-century Marxism. Th is can be dramatized, as 

Mandel does, by saying that it is not that reality has evolved away from 

Marx’s model or that this is no longer the capitalism analyzed by Marx, 

but that it is a much purer version of that model, that, as Hegel put it, today 

reality much more closely begins to approximate its own concept. A feature 

of this third stage is that the precapitalist enclaves have systematically been 

penetrated, commodifi ed, and assimilated to the dynamics of the system. If 

the original instruments of Marxism are unserviceable, it is not that Marx-

ism is wrong now, but that it is truer now than in Marx’s time. Hence we 

need an expansion, rather than a replacement, of these instruments.
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Stephanson: Th e old Lukácsian model of truth and false consciousness 

is, I suppose, one casualty in this regard.

Jameson: In the more interesting parts of Lukács, that is not in fact the 

model. Let me put that in a more practical way. Obviously, there is false 

consciousness, and there are moments when one wants to denounce cer-

tain things as sheer false consciousness; this is essentially a political deci-

sion and part of a struggle that has to be waged. In ideological analysis, on 

the other hand, the denunciation of works of art for embodying false con-

sciousness was possible only in a more heterogeneous class situation, in 

which the working classes were a nation within the nation and did not con-

sume bourgeois culture. When one takes a stand in such circumstances, 

one can see that certain kinds of objects—Proust’s writings, for example—

are decadent in the sense that it is not the mode in which either experience 

or artistic form makes any sense to people who work. From that viewpoint 

one can denounce the decadence and false consciousness which Proust un-

doubtedly embodied. But now, when these class diff erences are no longer 

secured by social isolation and the process of massive democratic cultural-

ization continues, there is no space outside for the left  to occupy. My posi-

tion on ideological analysis of works of art today is, therefore, that you don’t 

denounce them from the outside. If you want to denounce their false con-

sciousness, you have to do it from the inside and it has to be a self- critique. 

It is not that false consciousness doesn’t exist anymore—perhaps it is every-

where—but we have to talk about it in a diff erent way.

Stephanson: You propose, then, to preserve “the moment of truth” in 

postmodernism. What exactly is it?

Jameson: I am using contemporary German post-Hegelian language 

here. Ideological analysis from that vantage point means talking about the 

moment of truth and the moment of untruth, and in this case I am trying to 

say that insofar as postmodernism really expresses multinational capital-

ism, there is some cognitive content to it. It is articulating something that 

is going on. If the subject is lost in it, and if in social life the psychic subject 

has been decentered by late capitalism, this art faithfully and authentically 

registers that. Th at is its moment of truth.

Stephanson: Modernism, as you have argued, emerges at that same time 

as mass culture, to which it is thus inextricably linked. Postmodernism can 
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then be seen as the collapse of these two into one again. Terry Eagleton has re-

formulated this as a kind of sick joke on the historical avant-garde, in which 

the attempt by the avant-garde to break down the boundaries between art 

and social life suddenly becomes a reactionary implosion.

Jameson: It’s not a matter of becoming that, but being revealed as that. 

Th e other version of that account, which I fi nd very persuasive, is that 

of  Tafuri in connection with architecture. He tries to show that the pro-

topolitical aesthetic revolution fi rst laid out in Schiller—that is, “We must 

transform our consciousness through a heightened aesthetic experience, 

and that will in itself constitute a revolution that makes political revolution 

(and the Terror) unnecessary”—is virtually taken over word for word by Le 

Corbusier: “We change the space we live in and then we don’t need political 

revolution.” Th e protopolitical impulse of modernism, according to Tafuri, 

is necessarily always predicated on exclusion, for the radical new space of 

the modern thing must begin by a gesture of excluding the old fallen space 

that is to be revolutionized. Implicit here is the belief that this new space 

will fan out and transform the old space. Instead, it simply remains an en-

clave space; and when the existential and cultural, spatial, revolution fails 

to take hold in this fallen, outlying world, the building or work of art be-

comes an isolated monument, testifying to its own sterility or impotence. 

It ceases to be a revolutionary gesture. So what Eagleton is ironizing is, in 

Tafuri’s account, already implicit in the fi rst modernisms.

Stephanson: Th ere is a misreading of your reading of  Tafuri which seems 

to say that by calling for a “properly Gramscian architecture” you are simply 

calling for some cleared enclave of resistance; but that is not quite what you 

are arguing.

Jameson: In my appeal to a Gramscian architecture, I also mentioned 

Lefebvre. I was thinking not of an architectural practice as such, but 

of an awareness that the locus of our new reality, and the cultural poli-

tics by which it must be confronted, is that of space. We must therefore 

begin to think of cultural politics in terms of space and the struggle for 

space. Th en we are no longer thinking in old categories of critical distance 

but in some new way in which the disinherited and essentially modern-

ist language of subversion and negation is conceived diff erently. Tafuri’s 

argument is couched in cultural terms, but what matters in any defeat or 

success of a plan to transform the city is political power, control over specu-
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lation and land values, and so on. Th at’s a very healthy awareness of the 

infrastructure.

Stephanson: How does this diff er from traditional politics?

Jameson: Th e diff erence is that the political is projected onto at least two 

levels: the practical matter of this place, this terrain, and these resistances; 

and then above and beyond that, the cultural vision of Utopian space of 

which this particular enclave is but a specifi c fi gure. All of which can be 

said in a more banal way in terms of the decay of the very concept of social-

ism, which we can observe everywhere (in all three worlds). It is a matter 

of reinventing that concept as a powerful cultural and social vision, some-

thing one does not do simply by repeating a worn-out name or term. But 

it is a two-level strategy: the specifi c space or place and the global vision of 

which the fi rst is only one particular manifestation or local fulfi llment. Add 

to this the fact and problem of the new global systemic space, and we have 

a demand made on the political imagination that is historically unparal-

leled. Let me put it this way: Th ere exists today a global capitalist, or late 

capitalist, culture which we call, as is now apparent, postmodernism. It is 

a tremendously powerful force which, in sheer gravitational attraction and 

capability of diff usion, is known, or used to be known, as cultural imperial-

ism. Nothing like a global socialist culture exists as a distinct oppositional 

force and style to this. On the other hand, when one proposes such a po-

litical project to some of the interested parties, they rightly begin at once 

to worry about the dissolution of the national situation and culture which 

has generally played such a powerful role in socialist revolutions. What is 

wanted, therefore, is a new relationship between global cultural style and 

the specifi city and demands of a concrete local or national situation.

Stephanson: Is the spatial aspect not really what Social Democrats in 

Europe have been concerned with, sometimes successfully, for a long time?

Jameson: Th e problem with the Social Democratic governments is that 

they’ve gained power in a nation-state whose economic realities are really 

controlled by the international market. Th ey are therefore not in control 

of their own national space. Ultimately, I am talking about a global space 

which is not abstract or speculative. I am talking about the fact that the 

proletariat of the fi rst world is now in the third world and that production is 

taking place around the Pacifi c basin and beyond the national boundaries. 
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Th ese are practical realities, and the control of national space may itself be 

an outmoded idea in a situation of multinationals.

Stephanson: Indeed, one may take your macroanalysis to mean that the 

task of radical fi rst world intellectuals is a kind of “third-worldism.” Th is, to 

my mind, recalls various “bribery theories” of the 1960s—using the absence 

of movement among the Western working class as a justifi cation for fi xation 

on other, and less quiescent, continents. Eventually these positions were dis-

carded, and rightly so.

Jameson: Th e attractiveness of “third-worldism” as an ideology rises and 

falls with the condition of the third world itself, but the political movement 

going on today—such as there is—lies in places like Nicaragua and South 

Africa. Surely, then, the third world is still very much alive as a possibility. 

It is not a matter of cheering for third world countries to make their revo-

lution; it is a dialectical matter of seeing that we here are involved in these 

areas and are busy trying to put them down, that they are part of our own 

power relations.

Stephanson: But that tends to end up in moralism: “We shouldn’t do this 

and we shouldn’t do that in the third world.” Once one has realized that, what 

is there to do? No particular politics follows as far as the fi rst world itself is con-

cerned. One tends to end up with Paul Sweezy’s position that the only thing to 

do is prevent interventions in the third world. Th is strikes me as a bit barren.

Jameson: Well, what are the alternatives? We are talking about culture, 

and culture is a matter of awareness; and it would not be bad to generate 

the awareness that we in the superstate are at all times a presence in third 

world realities, that our affl  uence and power are in the process of doing 

something to them. Th e form this awareness takes in American culture has 

to do not only with foreign policy but also with the notion that the United 

States itself is a third world country because of unemployment, nonproduc-

tion, the fl ight of factories, and so on.

Stephanson: Why does that make us a third world country? It seems like 

the defi nition of a fi rst world country.

Jameson: If the third world is defi ned, as it sometimes has been, as the 

development of underdevelopment, it does seem clear that we have begun 
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to do this to ourselves as well. In any case, the apparent return to some 

fi nance capitalism with dizzying edifi ces of credit and paper no longer re-

posing on the infrastructure or “ground” of real production off ers some 

peculiar analogies to current (poststructuralist) theory itself. Let’s say that 

here the fi rst world—if it does not revert back into third world realities—

 unexpectedly, and in a peculiar dialectical reversal, begins to touch some 

features of third world experience: perhaps another reason third world cul-

ture has lately become one of our passionate interests.

Stephanson: In arguing against condemnation and celebration, you 

wish to encourage a critique that goes through postmodernism in a sort of 

“homeopathic” way.

Jameson: To undo postmodernism homeopathically by the methods of 

postmodernism: to work at dissolving the pastiche by using all the instru-

ments of pastiche itself, to reconquer some genuine historical sense by us-

ing the instruments of what I have called substitutes for history.

Stephanson: How is this “homeopathic” operation to be understood 

more specifi cally?

Jameson: Th e fi gure of homeopathic medicine here does not imply that 

the culture functions only in that way, but it is oft en the case. Modernism, 

for example, was an experience of nascent commodifi cation that fought re-

ifi cation by means of reifi cation, in terms of reifi cation. It was itself a gigantic 

process of reifi cation internalized as a homeopathic way of seizing on this 

force, mastering it, and opposing the result to reifi cation passively submit-

ted to in external reality. I am wondering whether some positive features of 

postmodernism couldn’t do that as well: attempt somehow to master these 

things by choosing them and pushing them to their limits. Th ere is a whole 

range of so-called oppositional arts, whether it’s punk writing or video art, 

that really try to use postmodern techniques—though for obvious reasons I 

dislike the term technique—to go through postmodernism and beyond it. It’s 

certainly wrong to go down the list of contemporary trends and, once again, 

in typical left -wing fashion, try to fi nd out which is forbidden and which is 

progressive. Th e only way through a crisis of space is to invent a new space.

Stephanson: Despite the disappearance of a sense of history, there is no 

lack of historical elements in postmodern culture.
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Jameson: When I talked about the loss of history, I didn’t mean the dis-

appearance of images of history, for instance, in the case of nostalgia fi lm. 

Th e increasing number of fi lms about the past are no longer historical; they 

are images, simulacra, and pastiches of the past. Th ey are eff ectively a way 

of satisfying a chemical craving for historicity, using a product that substi-

tutes for and blocks it.

Stephanson: But historical images are, in a way, always substitutes.

Jameson: Th at is not the way Lukács analyzed the historical novel in its 

emergent form; he thought of it as an approach to knowledge. I would also 

argue that something like science fi ction can occasionally be looked at as a 

way of breaking through to history in a new way; achieving a distinctive his-

torical consciousness by way of the future rather than the past; and becom-

ing conscious of our present as the past of some unexpected future, rather 

than as the future of heroic national past (the traditional historical novel of 

Lukács). But nostalgia art gives us the image of various generations of the 

past as fashion-plate images that entertain no determinable  ideological re-

lationship to other moments of time: they are not the outcome of anything, 

nor are they the antecedents of our present; they are simply images. Th is is 

the sense in which I describe them as substitutes for any genuine historical 

consciousness rather than specifi c new forms of the latter.

Stephanson: Th e cannibalizing of styles is part and parcel of this type of 

“historicity.”

Jameson: Th is is what architects call historicism, the eclectic use of dead 

languages.

Stephanson: I fi rst became aware of this a couple of years ago with re-

gard to fashion, when the 1950s was being mined, along with its ideological 

orientation: the schlock of the Eisenhower epoch, fascination with television 

series of that period, and so forth. Now, when that seems exhausted, there is 

excavation of the 1960s, not the politicized 1960s, but the 1960s of the go-go 

girls. One can imagine that even the militant 1960s can be used for stylistic 

innovation, rather in the manner in which Macy’s department store instantly 

transforms East Village vogues into commercial values.

Jameson: Perhaps one could write a history of these nostalgias. It would 

be plausible to say that in a moment of exhaustion with politics, the images 
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that are cannibalized and off ered by nostalgia fi lm are those of a great depo-

liticized era. Th en, when unconsciously political drives begin to reawaken, 

they are contained by off ering images of a politicized era. We are all happy 

to have a movie like Reds, but is that not also a nostalgia fi lm?

Stephanson: Perhaps, but nostalgia is diffi  cult to avoid in popular depic-

tions of the past.

Jameson: A historical situation is at stake, and one can’t wish this post-

modern blockage of historicity out of existence by mere self-critical self-

consciousness. If it’s true that we have real diffi  culty imagining the radical 

diff erence with the past, this diffi  culty cannot be overcome by an act of the 

will or by deciding that this is the wrong kind of history to have and that we 

ought to do it in some other way. Th is, for me, is the fascination with novels 

such as Doctorow’s Ragtime. Here is a radical left -wing novelist who has 

seized the whole apparatus of nostalgia art, pastiche, and postmodernism 

to work himself through them instead of attempting to resuscitate some 

older form of social realism, an alternative that would in itself become an-

other pastiche. Doctorow’s is not necessarily the only possible path, but I 

fi nd it an intriguing attempt to undo postmodernism “homeopathically” 

by the methods of postmodernism: to work at dissolving the pastiche by 

using all the instruments of pastiche itself and to reconquer some genuine 

historical sense by using the instruments of what I have called substitutes 

for history.

In your terms this might be another version of “third-worldism” in the 

cultural sense. We come back to looking for some alternative place which is 

neither the past of the fi rst world, the great moment of modernism, nor its 

present, which is that of schizophrenic textuality.

Stephanson: But how is it possible, in a mode of cultural expression that 

by defi nition is superfi cial, to say anything about deep structures? Aft er all, 

the essence of Marxism is to reveal something about what “really is.”

Jameson: Doctorow is still my best example, for by turning the past into 

something which is obviously a simulacrum, he suddenly makes us real-

ize that this is the only image of the past we have; in truth, a projection 

on the walls of Plato’s cave. Th is is, if you like, negative dialectics, or nega-

tive theology, insistence on the very fl atness and depthlessness of the thing 

which makes what isn’t there very vivid. Th at is not negligible. It is not the 
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reinvention of some sense of the past wherein one would fantasize about a 

healthier age of deeper historical sense: the use of these very limited instru-

ments shows their limits. And it is not ironic.

Stephanson: But how does one use the perception of diff erence to get 

somewhere else? If you resort to homology, you’ve basically done the same 

thing that you criticise in Reds, but not in Doctorow’s work.

Jameson: Th e problem of homologies (and the unsatisfactory nature of 

these parallels or analogies between levels) has been a constant theoretical 

concern for me. Something like the homology does seem diffi  cult to avoid 

when one attempts to correlate distinct semiautonomous fi elds. I’ve played 

with alternative concepts: Sartre’s notion of the analogon and Peirce’s con-

cept of the interpretant. Both of these stress the operation of reading analo-

gies off  the allegorical object, rather than discovering them ontologically, as 

“realities” in the world. And each seems, in addition, to contribute a little 

towards clarifying the process I’ve called cognitive mapping, the invention 

of ways of using one subject and one reality to get a mental grasp of some-

thing else which one cannot represent or imagine. As an emblem of this 

process, I might off er the picture of those hypersterilized laboratory cham-

bers into which enormous gloves and instruments protrude, manipulated 

by the scientist from the outside. Th e normal body is doing one thing, but 

the results are taking place in another space altogether and according to 

other dimensions, other parameters. It must be a bewildering set of tasks 

to exercise, as far from our normal bodily operations as the deductive or 

abductive appropriation of the banana is for the laboratory monkey. But, if 

it were possible, this would give you an idea of the new kinds of representa-

tional processes demanded here.

Stephanson: Th e personal “style” so typical of modernism has, according 

to you, become a mere code in postmodernism.

Jameson: Th is is another feature fi rst explored by poststructuralism, 

namely, the eclipse of the old personal subject and ego. Modernism was 

predicated on the achievement of some unique personal style that could be 

parlayed into the subject of genius, the charismatic subject, or the super-

subject, if you like. Once that subject has disappeared, the styles linked to 

it are no longer possible. A certain form of depersonalization thus seems 
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implicit in all of this: even when modernism itself is pastiched, it is only an 

imitation of style, not a style.

Still, I always insist on a third possibility beyond the old bourgeois ego 

and the schizophrenic subject of our organization-society today: a collec-

tive subject, decentered but not schizophrenic. It emerges in certain forms 

of storytelling that can be found in third world literature, in testimonial 

literature, in gossip and rumors, and in things of this kind.2 It is a storytell-

ing which is neither personal in the modernist sense nor depersonalized 

in the pathological sense of the schizophrenic text. It is decentered, since 

the stories you tell there as an individual subject don’t belong to you; you 

don’t control them the way the master subject or modernism would. But 

you don’t just suff er them in the schizophrenic isolation of the fi rst world 

subject of today. None of this reinvents style in the older sense.

Stephanson: Some years ago, in a wholly diff erent context, you called 

the brushstroke the very sign of the modern genius, pointing specifi cally to de 

Kooning’s metabrushstroke as the last gasp of some individualizing art.3 Yet, 

the next morning, neo-expressionism brought back this megabrushstroke 

with a vengeance. Would you then say that this was pastiche, not the surviv-

ing element of some older modernism?

Jameson: Some of it is merely a pastiche of modernist subjectivity.

Stephanson: On the other hand, certain of these painters, Immendorf for 

instance, were quite explicitly political, with interesting stories to tell.

Jameson: A lot of it is European or comes from the semiperiphery of 

the American core (Canada, for example). It would seem, for instance, that 

neo-expressionism fl ourished particularly in Italy and Germany, the two 

Western countries that experienced the historical “break” of fascism. Here 

one could argue with Habermas, who sees the German version of neo-

expressionism as reactionary. We, on the other hand, could perhaps use it 

in other ways, not classifying it as a morbid attempt to reinvent a subjectiv-

ity, which in the German tradition is tainted anyway.

Stephanson: And now we see the return of minimalism, blank surfaces, 

and “neo-geo” forms looking rather like 1960s and early 1970s to me. Th e can-

nibalization of styles has apparently been “revved up,” conceivably ending in 

some furious, vertiginous act of biting its own tail.
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You suggest an interesting connection between Tafuri’s rigorous anti-

Utopianism—his almost Adornian negative dialectics of architecture—and 

Venturi’s celebration of Las Vegas: the system, for both, is essentially a 

massively all-encompassing one which cannot be changed. Th e diff erence 

is that Tafuri’s stoically refuses it, while Venturi invents ways of “relaxing” 

within it.

Jameson: For Tafuri, Venturi is himself part of an opposition whose 

other term is Mies van der Rohe. Th e one solution is that of absolute Mal-

larméan purity and silence; the other is the abandonment of that fi nal at-

tempt at negative purity and the falling back into the world. Th e problem 

with Venturi’s architecture or his “solution”—characteristic of many post-

structuralisms today—is the appeal to irony, which is a modernist solution. 

He wants to use the language of the vernacular of Las Vegas, but, being 

engaged in art and aesthetics, he also has to have some kind of minimal 

distance to it. All of this art, as Tafuri says, is predicated on distance, and 

distance is always a failure: since it distances itself from what it wants to 

change, it can’t change it.

Stephanson: Th is reminds me of your criticism of Lyotard’s concept of 

postmodernism: he claims to have eliminated the master narratives, but then 

smuggles them back in again.

Jameson: His most famous statement on postmodernism is that it should 

prepare the return of the great modernisms. Now does that mean the re-

turn of the great master narratives? Is there not some nostalgia at work 

here? On the other hand, insofar as the refusal of narratives is viewed 

as the place of the perpetual present, of anarchist science, to use Feyera-

bend’s term (the random breaking of paradigms, and so on), we’re in full 

postmodernism.

Stephanson: So the master narratives in that sense are not dead.

Jameson: All one has to do is look at the reemergence of religious para-

digms, whether it is in Iran or liberation theology or American fundamen-

talism. Th ere are all kinds of master narratives in this world, which was 

supposed to be beyond narrative.

Stephanson: Th e appropriation of modernism in the United States, 
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when it comes, is quite diff erent from the European predecessors. Th ough in 

itself a depoliticized art, postwar modernism here is nevertheless employed 

in very instrumental ways.

Jameson: Th e political elements of “original modernism” in its histori-

cal emergence were left  out in this process of transplantation so that the 

various modernisms have been read as subjectivizing and inward turning. 

Other features vanished too. Th e whole Utopian and aesthetico-political 

element in modern architecture, Le Corbusier for example, is no longer vis-

ible when we are talking about great monuments and conventions imitated 

in the schools. At the same time, one must say that this modernism was no 

longer being produced: there was not a living modernism that could have 

been encouraged in a diff erent way.

Stephanson: Somewhere you mention Habermas’s defense of the return 

of a completion of high modernism and point out that this seems to be a 

defense against a political reaction which in West Germany is still really an-

timodernist. In this country, the situation is in fact the opposite, is it not? 

Th e Hilton Kramers here are obviously not defending radicalism. Defense of 

postmodernism—one thinks of  Tom Wolfe—can, on the other hand, also be 

associated with right-wing politics.

Jameson: Th e modernism Hilton Kramer wants to go back to is the sub-

jectivizing modernism of the 1950s, the American reading of modernism 

that has been sullied and has lost its purity and so must be recovered. How-

ever, Habermas’s modernism (I hesitate to call it the genuine article) is seen 

in the context of 1910 and is therefore something very diff erent. Modern-

ism elsewhere died a natural death and is thus no longer available, but in 

Germany modernism was of course cut short by Nazism; thus there is an 

unfulfi lled character to that project which I presume someone like Haber-

mas can attempt to take up again. But that option is not viable for us.

Stephanson: Th e coupure in the “dominant” occurs, as you outline it, in 

the late 1950s or early 1960s. Art becomes completely enmeshed in the political 

economy of its own sphere, which in turn becomes part of a greater economic 

system. Emblematic among the pictorial artists here is Warhol, with whom 

you contrast Van Gogh in the initial delineation of modernism/postmodern-

ism. Warhol is perhaps almost too obvious an example. How does a contem-

porary of his like Rauschenberg fi t in?
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Jameson: Rauschenberg is transitional, coming in at the tail end of ab-

stract expressionism, but now in his most recent stuff  is developing a whole 

panoply of ways of doing postmodernism. His new works are all collage 

surfaces with photographic images, including, symptomatically, both mod-

ernist and postmodernist ones in the same at work. Th e other thing about 

Rauschenberg is that he works a lot in third world countries where many of 

these photographs are taken.

In dealing with postmodernism, one can isolate people who made 

some pioneering contributions, but aesthetic questions about how great 

these contributions are—questions that can legitimately be posed when 

you’re dealing with modernism—make little sense. I don’t know how great 

Rauschenberg is, but I saw a wonderful show of his in China, a glittering 

set of things that off ered all kinds of postmodernist experiences. But when 

they’re over, they’re over. Th e textual object is not, in other words, a work of 

art, a masterwork like the modernist monument was. Th e appreciation of 

the work no longer requires the attachment of some permanent evaluation 

of it as with the modernist painters or writers, and in that sense it is more of 

what I sometimes call a disposable text. You go into a Rauschenberg show 

and experience a process undertaken in expert and inventive ways, and 

when you leave it, the event has ended.

Stephanson: What was the reaction of the Chinese audience?

Jameson: Fascination, puzzlement. I tried to explain postmodernism to 

my Chinese students, but for a general Chinese audience, it would simply 

be “Western art.” Yet it must be understood in our historical context: it isn’t 

just modern art in general, but a specifi c moment of it.4

Stephanson: How are the traditional ways of apprehending art changing 

with all the great social transformations now going on in China? Is there any 

attempt to rejuvenate modernist notions of creativity, to replace tradition 

with Western subjectivity?

Jameson: It is not being replaced in that way. Th ere is considerable 

translation of Western best-sellers, but also of high culture; translations of 

Faulkner’s Th e Sound and the Fury and Alice Walker’s Th e Color Purple, 

but also lots of Arthur Hailey. Maybe I can explain it in terms of theory: 

Th e Chinese are now interested in two kinds of theory: Western theory and 

traditional Chinese theory. It is felt that both of these are levers that can get 
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them out of the kind of essentially Soviet cultural theory in which they were 

trained in the 1950s. As Deng You-mei, one of the most interesting Chinese 

writers, said to me: “We are not much interested in Western modernism 

as such. We are bored by novels that don’t tell stories.” In other words, the 

elaborate symbolism you fi nd in James Joyce or Virginia Woolf doesn’t do 

anything for them. Right aft er the fall of the Gang of Four, it was important 

to recoup some of what had been forgotten, but when I got there in 1985 

and thought I was bringing news about Kafk a, they told me they knew it 

already; it had interested them at the end of the 1970s, but not anymore. 

Deng You-mei said, “What you have to realize is that for us realism is also 

Western. Our realisms come out of the Western traditions; certainly the 

dominant realism of the 1950s was the Soviet one. We think there is some-

thing diff erent from both modernism and realism and that is traditional 

Chinese storytelling.”

Th is is the third world’s input into the whole poststructuralist debate on 

representation, which is loosely assimilated to realism over here: if it is rep-

resentation and realism, it’s bad, and you want to break it up with the de-

centered subject and so on. But these Chinese strings of episode narratives 

fall outside this framework. Th ey are an example of going back to the sort 

of storytelling that one fi nds both in the non-West’s discovery of its own 

way of telling stories and in a certain form of postmodernism. So one has to 

rethink this question of realism and representation in the Chinese context. 

I took a tour through some famous grottoes with stalactites. Imagine the 

bourgeois public that hates modern art, and here in the same way you have 

a guide with a little light projector who proclaims: “Look at these rocks. 

Th ere is an old man, three children, there’s the goddess, et cetera.” And you 

think: this is the most rudimentary form of what we denounce as represen-

tation in the West, a public that thinks in these terms. But China developed, 

alongside this popular realistic or representational perception, a very diff er-

ent kind of spatial perception in the evolution of the written characters. It 

is possible, therefore, that an oppositional culture in China might take the 

form of a revival of certain kinds of popular ways of seeing things, ways 

which would not necessarily have the same social meaning for us. 

Stephanson: What about allegory here? You have referred to allegory in 

the third world novel as well as with regard to postmodernism.

Jameson: Th at was one attempt to theorize the radical- diff erence of third 

world cultures from our own. In nonhegemonic situations, or in situations 
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of economic or cultural subalternity, there tends to be a reference to the 

national situation that is always present and always felt in a way that it can-

not be in the dominant culture of the superstate. But this type of analysis 

is not intended as a program for art, to the eff ect that we should now begin 

to write allegories.

Stephanson: Th e Chinese cave mentioned before cannot be described as 

one of “hyperspace.”

Jameson: Nor does it really betoken any radical cultural diff erence. Th is 

is exactly what the American tourist would do with the caves in Louisville, 

Kentucky. Whether a revolutionary peasantry or an American tourist looks 

at these is not relevant to that conception. If, as Bourdieu has explored, 

people have no institutional reason to justify the aesthetic operation to 

themselves, namely, by feeling that a little artistic training is somehow good 

and a sign of social distinction, then they have to have another reason for 

doing it, which ends up being to see likenesses. Seeing likenesses in this 

basically mimetic sense is not inherently a sign of the people or the popular 

either, but it is certainly an interesting index of the relationship of culture to 

people for whom culture is not a socially signifying property or attribute.

In postmodernism, on the other hand, everyone has learned to con-

sume culture through television and other mass media, so a rationale is no 

longer necessary. You look at advertising billboards and collages of things 

because they are there in external reality. Th e whole matter of how you jus-

tify to yourself the time of consuming culture disappears: you are no longer 

even aware of consuming it. Everything is culture, the culture of the com-

modity. Th at’s a very signifi cant feature of postmodernism, which accounts 

for the disappearance from it of the traditional theories, justifi cations, and 

rationalizations of what we used to call aesthetics (and of concepts of high 

culture).

Stephanson: Postmodern art may in some sense be disposable texts, but 

its monetary value is of course anything but disposable and transient. War-

hol, it should be underlined, does not appear in the model as an originator, as 

traditionally understood. Your object is the system of culture, not the evalua-

tion of contemporary artists.

Jameson: In trying to theorize the systemic, I was using certain of these 

things as allegories. From this angle it makes no sense to try to look for 
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individual trends, and individual artists are only interesting if one fi nds 

some moment in which the system as a whole, or some limit of it, is being 

touched. Evaluation does come into play, since one can imagine a much less 

exemplary postmodernist exhibition, and one would then have to say that 

that painter is not as good as Rauschenberg. But this is not the same kind of 

use of aesthetic axiological evaluation that people felt they were able to do 

when they were handling modernism, for example, making relative assess-

ments of Proust against Mann.

All the great modernists invented modernism in their own fashion. It is 

likewise clear that no one postmodernist can give us postmodernism, since 

the system involves a whole range of things. Warhol is emblematic of one 

feature of postmodernism, and the same goes for Paik. Both artists allow 

you to analyze and specify something partial, and in that sense their activi-

ties are surely original: they have identifi ed a whole range of things to do 

and have moved in to colonize this new space. However, this is not original 

in the world-historical sense of the great modernist creator. If one artist 

actually embodied all of these things, Laurie Anderson, for example, he or 

she would no doubt be seen as transcending postmodernism. But where 

Wagner, in the Gesamtkunstwerk, may have done something like that in a 

key moment of modernism, Laurie Anderson’s Gesamtkunstwerk does not 

do that for a nonsystematizable system, a nontotalizable system.

Stephanson: Th is leaves no great space for criticism of individual works. 

What is the task once one has related the part to the whole?

Jameson: If they are no longer works, in other words. Th is is particularly 

true for video, which one usually sees in batches. You have put your fi nger on 

the fundamental methodological problem of the criticism of postmodern-

ism. For to talk about any one of these postmodernist texts is to reify it, to turn 

it into the work of art it no longer is, to endow it with a permanence and mon-

umentality that it is its vocation to dispel. A critic who is supposed to analyze 

individual texts is thus faced with almost insuperable problems: the moment 

one analyzes a single piece of video art one does it violence; one removes some 

of its provisionality and anonymity and turns it into a masterpiece or at least a 

privileged text again. It’s much easier to deal with it in terms of trends: “Here’s 

a new trend (described as such and such), and here’s another.” But the whole 

language of trends is the dialectic of the older modernism.

Stephanson: We are returning here to the problem of evaluation.
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Jameson: Th e Cubans, who have a diff erent system, point out that our 

sense of value, in a good as well as bad sense, is given to us by the art mar-

ket. One possible opposite of this would be a situation—I’m expanding on 

their argument—in which only a few styles would be permitted. But in a 

country like Cuba, which is devoid of an art market but exceedingly plural-

istic culturally, where everything from Socialist Realism to Pop Art to Ab-

stract Expressionism can be found, there is no mechanism that can identify 

this as being more advanced than that. One begins to sense then that the art 

market has an almost religious-ontological function for us. We don’t have 

to face this radical plurality of styles of “anything goes” because somebody 

is always around to tell us that “this is a little newer and more innovative 

than that.” Or more valuable, since I now think our value system depends 

on that transmission of the market mechanism.

Stephanson: So how do the Cubans evaluate?

Jameson: It is a real problem; they don’t know. Th ey confront the death of 

value (in Nietzsche’s version, the death of God) much more intensely than 

we do. We still have these marvelous theological mechanisms by which we 

pick things out and sort them. Th ey face the more interesting problem of 

what the value of art would be in a situation of complete freedom, in the 

Nietzschean sense: freedom, that is, to do anything you want. Value then 

enters a crisis, also of the Nietzschean type. Th is is not the case when there 

is still a market, or when only a few styles are permitted and anyone who 

pushes against the paradigm can be identifi ed. Th ere you still know where 

you stand in terms of value.

Stephanson: You say somewhere that the dialectical imagination to 

which Marcuse refers has atrophied. Yet at the same time you say that a con-

stitutive feature of mass culture is that it satisfi es a deep Utopian impulse in 

the consumer. If the Utopian imagination has been atrophied, the Utopian 

impulse has not?

Jameson: Marcuse, ironically, was the great theorist of the autonomy of 

culture. Th e problem is that aesthetically he reverted in a much simpler 

manner to the autonomy of Adorno’s modernism. But Adorno’s great aes-

thetics—the aesthetics one writes when it is impossible to write aesthet-

ics—involves time and death and history: experience is historical and 

condemned to death in a sense. Marcuse’s concept fi nally simplifi ed that 
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complexity out of Adorno, taking up an older modernist model which is 

not now helpful. His notion of the Utopian impulse is a diff erent matter. 

Th e objection there is that he falls back on a position in which the autonomy 

of art still permits a kind of full expression of the Utopian impulse, which 

is what I would deny.

Stephanson: Adorno’s negative dialectics is criticized in your account for 

allowing no resistance to the overall system. Nothing, seemingly, is to be done. 

You point to the similarities here with the poststructural tendency to see the 

system as complete and completely unchangeable in its systematicity; and 

I suppose one could indeed say that about Foucault et al., at certain times. 

Th e result is pessimism, and it matters less that the fi rst model is dialectical 

and the latter is one of heterogeneity and contingency. Yet a quick reading of 

Fredric Jameson leaves one with a distinct residue of pessimism as well.

Jameson:  Th e whole point about the loss in postmodernism of the sense 

of the future is that it also involves a sense that nothing will change and 

there is no hope. Facile optimism is, on the other hand, not helpful either.

Stephanson: In “going through” poststructuralism and postmodernism 

and preserving its moment of truth, you are intermittently very hard and 

negative, quite rightly emphasizing the politically unsavory eff ects.

Jameson:  Th ere one can make a distinction. A diff erence exists between 

the production of ideologies about this reality and the reality itself. Th ey 

necessarily demand two diff erent responses. I am not willing to engage this 

matter of pessimism and optimism about postmodernism, since we are ac-

tually referring to capitalism itself: one must know the worst and then see 

what can be done. I am much more polemical about postmodernist theo-

ries. Th eories which either exalt this or deal with it in moral ways are not 

productive, and that I think one can say something about.

Stephanson: Th e reconquest of a sense of place here, the attainment of 

a new cartography, is primarily a call directed to the left  itself. We are not 

referring to any great political practice, but we are arguing with the 1,500 

people who happen to be deeply infl uenced by Deleuze and Guattari, for a 

large proportion of intellectuals of self-professed radical persuasion would 

no doubt describe themselves as heavily infl uenced by poststructuralist 

ideologies.
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Jameson:  Th at’s why it’s worthwhile to get a systemic sense of where all 

these things come from so that we can see what our infl uences are and what 

to do about them. Th e proliferation of theoretical discourses was healthy 

because it led to some awareness of their political consequences. In mo-

ments of economic crisis or intervention abroad, people can determine 

more clearly what any given theory does or allows them to do. It is a matter 

of theoretical and historical self-knowledge, and what I am engaged in is 

in fact a struggle within theory as much as anything else. If I were making 

videos, I would talk about this in a diff erent way.

Stephanson: In that respect, yours is a systematic project of building “to-

talizing” models, something which, to understate the case, has been fairly 

unpopular among the Western intelligentsia in the past decade. Are people 

perhaps more receptive now to “model building”?

Jameson: Th ey are more receptive to the historical features of it, to the 

idea of thinking historically. Th ey are not necessarily more receptive to the 

Marxist version of this historical inquiry, but perhaps they are willing to 

entertain even that on some supermarket-pluralist basis.

Stephanson: Th e historical dimension counteracts the postmodernist 

immersion in the present, the dehistoricizing or nonhistorical project. In that 

sense it goes outside the postmodern paradigm.

Jameson:  Th at is essentially the rhetorical trick or solution that I was 

attempting: to see whether by systemizing something which is resolutely 

unhistorical, one couldn’t force a historical way of thinking at least about 

that. And there are some signs that it is possible to go around the ahistori-

cal, to outfl ank it.
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Interview with Paik Nak-chung

Paik: Th is is your fi rst visit to Korea, but you have been a week in Seoul, 

and perhaps we may begin with some of your impressions and thoughts on 

Korea.

Jameson: Well, I don’t know that you necessarily want my physical im-

pressions of the city, but this is a very stunning landscape and a wonderful 

time to be here. Th ese gingko trees, which must be very specifi c to Korea, are 

just electrifying to see, especially at this time of the year and with the moun-

tains surrounding the city. So all that’s very impressive. I feel I’ve learned a 

lot on this trip, and I have now a great deal to think about and to sort out. 

Above all it has become increasingly clear to me the degree to which Korea 

has been in eff ect repressed from the political  consciousness—certainly of 

the United States, and surely of the fi rst world. We know about our guilt in 

situations like India and Vietnam, obviously; some of us are aware of guilt 

in the Middle East and to a certain degree in Ireland—at least our Brit-

ish comrades are, or should be. Th ose are political wounds that are visible. 

But we don’t remember not merely what happened to Korea in the past but 

continued involvement of the entire life of this country in the Cold War-

derived presence of the United States. I’ve been to a number of third world 

countries, but this is the only one I think whose productivity is such that, as 

I understand it, if the two Koreas were unifi ed, you’d be more powerful in 

all kinds of ways than any European nation-state, and in any case you have 

a much older history. But the surprise is the way in which a country with 

this enormous industrial prosperity and productivity is still profoundly 

political. Th e third world countries I’ve visited have been  essentially very 

Th e (interview was conducted by Paik Nak-chung in Seoul on 28 October 1989. It 

fi rst appeared in Rob Wilson and Wimal Dissanayake, eds., Global/Local: Cultural 

Production and the Transnational Imaginary (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 

1996), 348–71.
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poor, desperate countries, from Nicaragua to the Philippines and Palestine, 

and so on, whereas we are accustomed to think that prosperous fi rst world 

countries depoliticize gradually, cease to be political in the classical way. 

Here it makes a very odd impression to fi nd a bustling, prosperous indus-

trial country in which everyone has both suff ered politically and is politi-

cally conscious. So what I want to refl ect on and what I want to take away 

as something I’ve learned is not the idea that Korea would be an aberration 

or an exception in that respect, but perhaps that it is the classical example 

of how politics functions and that it is the rest of these countries, both fi rst 

world and third world, that are in some respects exceptions.

Paik: I would like to come back later to this question of Korea’s being ap-

parently exceptional but essentially typical or classical. But now I want to ask 

your impressions about the conference you’ve just been participating in, the 

“International Conference on Marxism and the New Global Society.”

Jameson: Well, there are very few world conferences of Marxist intel-

lectuals and scholars. My presence is something of an oddity because I 

come out of Marxist philosophy and cultural studies more than sociology 

or economics, although I sometimes feel that Marxists are oft en as bad as 

bourgeois scholars in the way in which they allow themselves to become 

 compartmentalized—Marxist economists don’t have a clue as to the im-

portance of culture, and Marxist cultural critics don’t interest themselves 

in economics, and so forth. Here I felt an atmosphere of greater exchange, 

but I did think that the conference tended to be defl ected into two ways 

that weren’t necessarily directly related—one, the obligatory review of 

what’s happening in all the communist regimes or communist parties to-

day and, second, on Marxist theory itself, how it is fl ourishing today and 

how is comes to terms with these things. I think there was something of a 

confl ict of directions, as I may say, with some people attempting to demon-

strate that Marxism was dead, and the rest of us trying to show that Marx-

ist theory was very vigorous indeed. For me, the most important thing is 

what eventually the students will get out of this and what kinds of new 

approaches or avenues open up for them when the symposium comes out 

in Korean as well as in English. I had hoped for a more vigorous participa-

tion by the Soviet group. It may be that they are still sorting their thoughts 

out. I agreed with what one of the Soviets said, that we will eventually have 

very interesting and  innovative interpretations of Marx from the Soviets; 

we don’t have them yet, but that’s not surprising. But then there must also 
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be a background to this that I am not aware of, the experience of the Soviet 

group here in Korea. I don’t know how oft en they come, and so I think there 

is a whole area here which is very important for you and for them that I 

don’t perceive.

Paik: Your presentation was titled “Postmodernism and the Market.” 

Whereas most of the participants, being economists and sociologists and so 

on, seemed to be mainly interested in the introduction of the market mecha-

nism into socialist economies, and thus tended perhaps inadvertently to sup-

port the thesis that planning is out and we should all adopt the free market 

system, you concentrated on the market ideology and strongly argued that 

this was incompatible with Marxism or socialism or any idea of people con-

trolling their own destinies. And I think your characterization of the market 

ideology as a “Leviathan in sheep’s clothing” was not only a telling polemical 

point but well worth the name of a “dialectical image.” But I am afraid your 

point didn’t seem quite to get across to most of the other participants.

Jameson: I think there were two points of diff erence between my ap-

proach and that of many of the others. Th e fi rst is, as may be predictable 

from my background and training, that my emphasis was on ideology and 

culture and the role of the image of the market in contemporary politics, 

and I think those of us in cultural studies are more keenly aware that today 

in media society these images and ideologemes are very powerful objective 

political forces and have to be addressed. But I fi nd that my colleagues in 

the social sciences are very oft en more naive, old-fashioned philosophical 

realists in that they think reality is out there and you either talk about the 

market or about planning; but that there is also an idea of the market or an 

idea of planning which has a force diff erent from but as important as the 

thing itself they don’t always grasp. Th e second point of diff erence I would 

say is that with a few exceptions—and there were exceptions, in particular 

my friend Alain Liepietz, who is I think one of the most interesting econo-

mists at work today—most of the Marxist scholars had a conception of an 

objective scholarship which ruled out the matter of socialist politics as a 

perspective in a conference of this kind. Th at’s something that I can’t do, 

and my contribution was directed very much towards the matter of some 

future contribution to socialist or Left  politics in this conjuncture. So cer-

tainly, insofar as the other participants didn’t share that perspective, they 

didn’t quite know what to do with my suggestions, or were (if they were 
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antisocialists) delighted that the market ideology was triumphing in this 

particular way that I described.

Paik: Th is brings us to the problem of postmodernism, a subject which 

seems to have occupied you a great deal over the past few years. Now would 

you briefl y explain your notion of the postmodern in a way which would be 

helpful to many Korean readers not familiar with your work and yet would 

also contribute to the ongoing debate?

Jameson: Yes, and I gather it is also my vision of history and my notion 

of this current stage of capitalism as a postmodern one that may make my 

position a little bit unclear. Although postmodernism is a cultural word and 

has generally been taken to describe fi rst of all the style of certain forms of 

contemporary architecture and aft er that certain kinds of image- production 

and other kinds of cultural products—and while I believe that these cul-

tural changes are signifi cant and important symptoms and clues as to the 

underlying thing itself—I really use the word postmodern as the name for a 

whole mutation or transformation in this current stage of capitalism which 

I distinguish sharply from the two previous stages. To be very general about 

it, aft er the political triumph of the middle classes we have some fi rst stage 

of a national capitalism, a capitalism of a classical type in which exchange 

and production take place within the borders of individual advanced coun-

tries, and then, towards the end of the nineteenth century, the second stage 

(which has been classically called by Lenin and others the monopoly stage 

or the stage of imperialism, since those two things seem to come at once), 

the amalgamation of businesses into large national monopolies and then the 

carving up of the world into a set of spheres of infl uence controlled by classi-

cal colonial powers. To each of those corresponded a certain set of cultural 

forms and forms of consciousness. Very crudely, the fi rst stage of national 

capitalism corresponds essentially in literature and culture to what one may 

call the moment of realism, dominated by essentially realistic forms and 

artistic languages and, of course, by the common sense of philosophical 

conceptions. Th e moment of monopoly capitalism or of imperialism, how-

ever, seems to me the moment in which modernism as such emerges, and 

that moment has been particularly interesting to me as a literary critic; but 

my premise has been that that stage seems to have come to an end, probably 

aft er the work of reconstruction aft er World War ii was completed. Th ere 

have been all kinds of economic symptoms as well as cultural ones that 
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 indicate this and foretell the emergence of a whole new moment no longer 

characterized by colonization of the old imperialist type but by decoloniza-

tion and necolonialism, by the emergence of great multinational corpora-

tions, the spread of business to parts of what had hitherto been thought to be 

the third world (and obviously the Pacifi c Rim is the most famous example 

of this internationalization of capitalism), and also the transformation of a 

whole range of cultural forms, which are therefore no longer modern. Now 

one other cultural but also economic and industrial, technological fea-

ture one must mention is, of course, the media and television. As far as 

 terminology is concerned, one can talk about media society or multinational 

society—these are all various words for the postmodern. Daniel Bell’s fa-

mous “postindustrial society” is another—it’s of course a conception that 

claims that class struggle is over and that our new “mode of production” is 

dominated by knowledge rather than profi t—something not terribly plausi-

ble for anybody who reads the newspapers; but it does rely on the notion that 

we are entering a new kind of industrial production which is not classical, 

second-stage industrial production, but is now based on computers, infor-

mation, scientifi c research: something one could also call a postindustrial 

production, with automation and cybernetics. McLuhanism would prob-

ably identify the newspapers as the technological correlative of the fi rst or 

national stage of capitalism, radio and fi lm— probably silent fi lm—as the 

correlative of the second; while we ourselves have television and the Inter-

net. So my premise has been that we should explore both culturally and in-

frastructurally, socially and economically, this whole new third moment of 

capitalism. If those of us who believe that this third stage is at hand are cor-

rect, then that means that a certain number of classical forms—of politics, of 

aesthetics, but also of psychology and a whole range of other things—are no 

longer really valid, and that we need new ones which are not the traditional 

ones. Th is doesn’t mean, as some people have said, that Marxism is over, but 

that there certainly needs to be a vigorous response from the Marxist tradi-

tion to this transformation which is in fact, in my opinion, implicit in Marx-

ist theory. Ernest Mandel in the book I draw on here, Late Capitalism, takes 

the following position: everybody says Marx’s Capital describes an older 

form of capitalism, obviously today things are very diff erent and he couldn’t 

have foreseen them, and so on; no, on the contrary, he argues capitalism to-

day is a purer form of capitalism than the very uneven situation about which 

Marx wrote, and there is a way therefore in which the ideal model of Capital 

may correspond better to our situation than it did to that of the nineteenth-

century British and continental one.
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Paik: One of the points I tried to make as discussant on your panel was that 

if you were at all correct in your main thesis—and many of the phenomena 

you cite are obvious even to someone living far away from the most advanced 

societies of this era—then perhaps it raised a whole set of really old questions 

as part of the needed new response. I mean concepts like “nature” and “hu-

man nature” may acquire a new relevance which perhaps you haven’t quite 

done justice to. For instance, you speak of the “obliteration of nature” in this 

postmodern era. First, I’d like to know more precisely what you mean by this, 

whether it isn’t something of an exaggeration, whether nature is a thing that 

can be obliterated. Secondly, insofar as something of this sort has advanced 

to any serious extent, then I wonder if it doesn’t call for a new attitude on our 

part to the old categories of “nature,” “human nature,” and so on.

Jameson: First of all, let me try to make a little clearer my position on 

the disappearance of nature. I think when one talks about the obliteration 

of nature, in some deeper practical way what one means is the end of tra-

ditional agriculture—that is, the industrialization of agriculture and the 

 transformation of peasants or farmers into agricultural workers. Th is is 

the essence of the Green Revolution; it involves junking all the traditional 

modes of extraction plus the forms that went with that village or peasant 

life and introducing the application of chemical fertilizers to the soil as an 

industrial unit. I think that would be the most basic sense of the abolition 

of nature. Pollution, although it’s horrifying and dangerous, is maybe sim-

ply a spin-off  of this new relationship to nature. We had a number of papers 

at the conference on ecology and ecological politics and so on, and I think 

we all have to be very concerned about those things, but our experience in 

the West—that is to say, my observation of these things in the West—is that 

ecological politics tends to be bourgeois politics, that lower-class people 

are interested in other issues that are sometimes incompatible with ecol-

ogy. I think that many things can be achieved ecologically, but they have 

to be part of some larger collective political project, which has not yet been 

forged. And it would involve the control of big business; it seems clear to me 

that a capitalist country, even if it passes some laws about pollution, about 

the emission of chemicals from the smokestack, is very unwilling to put to-

gether the kind of bureaucracy necessary to police all those things. It’s ei-

ther not able to aff ord to do that, or it isn’t really interested in doing that. It 

also seems to me fairly obvious that, whatever the record of the Soviet Union 

up to now, such controls would be much easier to achieve under a socialist 

system.
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Now the other place where nature exists is, I think, the unconscious. 

Th at is to say, in classical German aesthetics from which all this comes—

Lukács used to argue (as Terry Eagleton has again done recently) that Marx-

ism itself could be seen as coming out of Schiller’s aesthetics in some way—

for classical German aesthetics, art or culture was the one sphere that was 

not colonized by either knowledge production or commodity production; 

and I think one could include in that all the things that Freud described in 

terms of the unconscious. Th at is, there has been a place in human nature 

which includes the aesthetic and the realms of desire and the deeper per-

sonality and so forth, which has been in a sense outside the range of forces 

of older forms of capitalism or of the social system itself. Today I think one 

of the characteristics of the postmodern is very precisely this penetration 

and colonization of the unconscious. Art is commodifi ed, and the uncon-

scious is itself commodifi ed by the forces of the media and advertising, and 

therefore it is also in that sense that one can claim a certain kind of nature is 

gone. Now, Sartre, who has had I think a certain importance here in Korea 

as well, always used to make fun of the more conservative or nostalgic de-

fenses of nature, and Sartreanism is at least one version of the expression of 

a great optimism about the triumph over nature and the release of human 

life from its traditional limits, a release that allows human beings to con-

struct their own selves and their destinies. And I think it’s proper to insist 

on that feature of all this too—that is, there is a certain freedom involved 

in being no longer constrained by traditional forms of human nature. On 

the notion of human nature itself, I guess I remain somewhat ambivalent; I 

suppose I think that it has a great political value when it is oppositional and 

that notions of human nature should be oppositional notions. When they 

become dominant and normative notions, then one must be much more 

suspicious. But then in that case what I would like to suggest is—and this 

is very consistent with the whole postmodern period where people lament 

the disappearance of the older, inner-directed personality, the acquisitive 

individual, the centered subject, and all those things—that instead of re-

placing those with the rhetoric of psychic fragmentations, schizophrenia, 

and so on, one should return again to notions of collective relations, but 

collectivities of new types, not of traditional kinds. Th at would, it seems 

to me, be a way of looking at human nature as a social thing that would be 

in my opinion the most productive socially and culturally, and politically 

as well.
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Paik: I share your ambivalence towards the concept, and I’d even stress 

the importance of maintaining that ambivalence, but I think denying the 

concept altogether like Sartre is something else—something quite diff erent 

from Marx’s attitude as well. I, for one, fi nd quite convincing Norman Geras’s 

argument in his book Marx and Human Nature that Marx at least never 

meant to say that there was no such thing as human nature; he just happened 

to work at the moment when it was the oppositional attitude to attack the 

existing concepts of human nature. But now the point that I want to raise is 

whether we haven’t reached, precisely because of the phenomena you refer to, 

a point where the oppositional attitude now is rather to bring forward again 

the notion of human nature—in a new way, of course. I mean, with the com-

modifi cation and mediatization of almost the entire human universe, there is 

the danger that anything the market or the media say will go for human na-

ture, and you have to stand up somewhere and say that man isn’t like that, all 

this is “against human nature,” that the desires mobilized by the mediatized 

market are false desires, faked desires, and so on. And in the ecology session 

we were talking about the need to reintroduce use values into the critique of 

political economy. Now if you are going to bring in the concept of use value 

and still make some kind of science of the critique of political economy, you’d 

have to fi nd a way of quantifying the use values, and you obviously couldn’t 

do this unless the beings to whom those values are useful have a certain “na-

ture”—changing, to be sure, but changing in a certain given way.

Jameson: Well, that was the scandalous position taken at the very be-

ginning of the postmodern by Marcuse. His notion that there were false 

desires, false forms of gratifi cation and even happiness was taken poorly 

by a great many populist Left ists, since it suggested that the philosopher-

king could decide that lots of working-class people watching television only 

thought they were happy but were not really happy aft er all. But I think 

there remains a great deal that’s powerful in Marcuse’s way of thinking. 

My position, however, is a little diff erent. I very much take the point of ev-

erything you are saying, but I think it goes back to a notion which has been 

lost (and this ties into my political perspective which I mentioned in the 

beginning)—the loss not only of a vision of socialism but of a vision of the 

transformation of human beings that was a crucial part of socialists. Th at 

was, I think essentially a modern matter, a modernist matter; the moderns 

in their various ways and all the great classical socialisms had a picture 

of the transformation of human beings in a future society—of a certain 
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utopian transformation of the self as well as of the social world—and there-

fore their conception of human nature was a conception of new human 

possibilities in the future. Th at’s what one fi nds in the early Marx, even 

though Marx is of course notoriously reluctant to spell these things out. 

But that evocation of the potentialities of human beings under radically dif-

ferent circumstances—if one could recapture that, then I think one would 

have the right set of coordinates on a possible human nature in the terms of 

which judgments could be made on what the Frankfurt School calls degra-

dation of culture, the commodifi cation, repression, Gramscian subalternity 

and the like. Nature must stand in a dialectical relationship with Utopia 

and with the time of the future, rather than involving a deduction of a static 

human nature here and now which is somehow being commodifi ed or vul-

garized by contemporary society.

Paik: Let’s now come to the question of periodization—of realism to mod-

ernism to postmodernism, which as you say you base on Mandel’s scheme 

concerning capitalism. Th e diffi  culty I have with this periodization is that 

it lumps together under “realism” two periods which someone like Lukács 

would consider crucially diff erent. As you well know, Lukács fi nds most 

of the great realists before 1848—and 1848 for him is the great watershed. 

Of course, he fi nds exceptions like Tolstoy who comes later because he is a 

Russian, and so on, but given your periodization, the distinction he is very 

keen on making between authentic realism and naturalism would be lost 

sight of.

Jameson: Lukács has meant a great deal to me, and not least in thinking 

about these matters. I think that Lukács, although he is profoundly hostile 

to the modern, which he sees dialectically as the culmination of natural-

ism and symbolism, nonetheless provides some very interesting and sug-

gestive descriptions of it. One can take those over and use them in other 

ways without his particular value judgments. Now, for him 1848 is impor-

tant ideologically and politically in the sense that it means the emergence 

of the fi rst glimpse of a possible working-class culture and therefore the 

fi rst moment in which bourgeois universalism must then recognize its own 

class limits and class guilt or else must pass over into that other culture 

as Marx himself did. I think that the crucial account of the diff erence be-

tween Balzac and Flaubert in this respect is very important. All that is very 

powerful in Lukács. But as the Tolstoy example suggests, I think one has 

to understand this as a matter of the unequal rates of speed in the various 
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national situations, and then also, not merely unequal rates of speed but 

also superimposed developments, so that a realistic art along with condi-

tions that correspond to the older capitalism persist in the middle of a later 

kind of economic organization and culture, just as today (to come back to 

the stage I add on to Lukács, namely, postmodernism) it’s plausible to argue 

that even in the third world one gets a postmodern veneer of some sort 

and certain kinds of postmodern production. Here, however, there persists 

productivity, and then one even has enclaves of older kinds of production 

too, and those things coexist both economically and culturally. So I think 

that complexifi es Lukács’s schema and makes it somewhat less peremptory 

and judgmental. He takes into account Tolstoy; the other very great real-

ist  author—for me almost the greatest, although in Lukács’s sense a little 

tainted by naturalism—he never mentions at all, and that is Pérez Galdós 

in Spain, who is writing in the 1880s to the 1920s. But I think if one made 

this a little less rigid, one could accommodate some of these surcharges, 

discontinuities, and overlaps.

Now I also believe we have to rethink naturalism. I haven’t found any 

theory of naturalism that is satisfactory to me. Th ere is a return to some 

of the naturalist writers in the United States aft er a long period of neglect. 

I consider Dreiser a realist, but we have some very strange naturalists as 

well, like Norris. Some recent writers have begun to see naturalism as an 

interesting social but also psychic-formal symptom: there is a beautiful de-

scription by Gilles Deleuze, in his new books on fi lm, of fi lmic naturalists 

(Buñuel and Stroheim) and their combination of deep psychic unconscious 

fetishism and attention to certain zones of the social, which also seems to 

me very suggestive in connection with Zola. Th e other thing about natural-

ism which is very  important—you will tell me if this is wrong—but my im-

pression is that when one is talking about the export of the Western novel 

and the arrival of the Western novel in the East or the third world generally, 

it is not Lukács’s realism we are talking about, but it is Zola and naturalism. 

Th e naturalist novel was as powerful a Western and indeed a French inven-

tion and export as the automobile or the cinema. And therefore coming 

to terms with naturalism may involve doing more things than Lukács was 

willing to do. My understanding is that one of the reasons Lukács attacked 

naturalism so severely was that it was, for him, living in the Moscow of 

the 1930s, a code word for socialist realism, so that his attacks may have 

meant more in the situation of the Soviet Union than they did in the West, 

largely because Western literature had advanced beyond naturalism at that 

point.
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Paik: To a student of English literature, which in a very inadequate way I am, 

the year 1848 is bound to be somewhat less signifi cant than it is to Lukács, and 

also as an admiring reader of D. H. Lawrence, T. S. Eliot, and other  moderns, 

I have strong disagreements with Lukács’s specifi c  discriminations—to which 

I could add some philosophical quarrels as well. But I think what is impor-

tant is his attempt to distinguish those realist works which adhere to what 

you would call a totalizing vision—or, to draw on an observation in Th e Po-

litical Unconscious, those works that succeed in producing “the privileged 

narrative forms” in which the modernist “strategy of containment” does not 

operate—and those other works which fail to do so. Now, I think you are cor-

rect in saying that the naturalist novels have the greatest impact when they 

are introduced to the third world countries not previously familiar with the 

Western novelistic tradition, but I doubt that this invalidates Lukács’s basic 

point. For one thing, I believe the naturalist novels have that kind of impact 

because they are perceived by the readers as addressing precisely those total 

questions, questions concerned with their whole destiny including the politi-

cal destiny of the nation. And in this connection I recall a remark in the au-

tobiography of Richard Wright, where he relates how deeply he was moved by 

reading the works of Dreiser, Norris, Sinclair Lewis, and so on, because they 

seemed to speak directly to his own life situation—which of course may be 

said to share many third world characteristics. Another point is that natural-

ism as something of a simplifi cation of Lukács’s realism would be more acces-

sible in the initial stage of contact with the Western novel.

Jameson: I think you are right to insist on the category of totality. Th is is 

Lukács’s great contribution to the study of novelistic form, I believe, and yet 

perhaps one can use it in other ways than he does. Surely looking at some of 

the classics of the modern, if you think of Ulysses—if there was ever an at-

tempt to mold an image of social totality, it was that. So one can sometimes 

use Lukács against himself. I would like to do it like this. Th at is, I would like 

to say that the artist attempting (just to speak crudely) to produce a model 

of totality, not to say a representation of totality, is always working against 

certain given limits in his society which prevent its subjects from perceiv-

ing the social totality. A society grows more complex and as capitalism de-

velops, the access to a picture of social totality is increasingly  diffi  cult, and 

it is according to that dialectic that one observes the transformations of art. 

In the realist period we have a socially simpler situation in which a vision 

of totality can be achieved with relatively more accessible narrative strands 

and constructs; in the modernist period, however—and one of the deter-
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mining features of modernism is specifi cally to raise the issue of representa-

tion as the crucial one—there is a crisis in the possibility of representing the 

totality, whence these extraordinary modernist formal attempts to reinvent 

that in an imperialist world system where it is increasingly diffi  cult to show 

how things fi t together. Now in our global system I would say we’ve reached 

yet a third realm of diffi  culty; and here, if one had any political judgment to 

make on the current forms of postmodernism, it is that they have given this 

attempt up altogether—that is, they have now decided that representation is 

impossible, that totality doesn’t exist, and consequently what made for the 

tensions and the ambitions of realism and modernism alike in their distinct 

situations is gone. I don’t think that’s necessarily a permanent thing; there 

will be political postmodernisms. Th ere will surely be postmodernisms 

that attempt once again to rise to this task of somehow making a model or 

having a vision of a global system, and at the end of the essay “Postmodern-

ism; or, Th e Cultural Logic of Late  Capitalism,” I propose a notion—the 

word has had some currency, I don’t know if the concept has caught on—of 

what I call “cognitive mapping,” which was meant to suggest that our task 

today as artists or critics or whatever is somehow to attempt to recapture or 

reinvent a new form of representation of this new global totality.

Paik: Lukács’s contention was that the modernist writers, those you 

call the “high modernist” ones, had already given up on this attempt to 

 capture the social totality. Now, you and I agree that he was unfair to many of 

these people, but his point seems more applicable, as you yourself suggest, to 

the postmodernist writers than to the high modernists. So in a way one might 

rephrase your point and say—I believe you have actually gone so far as to 

say “postmodernism is in some sense more modern than modernism”—but 

why couldn’t one go a step further and say, postmodernism is a purer form of 

modernism than high modernism, indeed, in the same sense in which Man-

del says late capitalism is a stage of purer capitalism than the previous ones.

Jameson: Well, that’s an attractive formula that certainly allows us to 

rewrite Lukács to a certain degree since one can then transfer many of his 

critiques of modernism that one would not otherwise absolutely agree with 

and see those as prophetic of postmodernism. One always had the feeling 

in Lukács that he was preaching to these modernist writers and assuring 

them that the solution was either joining the party outright or at least hav-

ing some sympathy with it (like Th omas Mann) as a condition of salvation. 

I don’t know what would be our current recommendation, but certainly it 
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seems to me implicit in this diagnosis that without some very keen sense of 

political and economic crisis itself, the postmodern artist cannot achieve 

this image of totality because there is no longer any point or motivation to 

do so. Th at is, this form of cognitive mapping is essentially politically, fully 

as much as aesthetically, motivated.

Paik: I think the main virtue of rephrasing it that way would be to salvage 

Lukács’s main point, which is that the issue of his “realism” versus “modern-

ism” remains the continuing and central struggle from the beginning of the 

capitalist age until it is overcome. And this has a special attractiveness for 

many of us Korean writers, because here we have the experience of the mod-

ern and postmodern pouring in at once, or almost at once, and primarily 

in the form of neocolonial cultural invasion. We realize, of course, that we 

can’t deal with this situation simply by going back to our traditional forms 

or by adopting the older forms of Western art and literature such as the 

nineteenth-century forms of realism, but we are very committed that we 

should have some kind of realism in the sense of keeping alive this totalizing 

vision, which should pass through all these new infl uxes without quite sub-

mitting to them. So in that sense we are aft er something which may be called 

postmodern  realism—but in this case changing the spelling a bit to indicate 

that we want to go beyond both high modernism and postmodernism. Maybe 

we need a new name altogether, but in this connection I came upon some-

thing in your essay on the Lukács-Brecht debate which I found fascinating. 

Well, let me read it to you from the volume Aesthetics and Politics: “In these 

circumstances, indeed, there is some question whether the ultimate renewal 

of modernism, the fi nal dialectical subversion of the now automatized con-

ventions of an aesthetics of perceptual revolution, might not simply be . . . 

realism itself! . . . In an unexpected dénouement, it may be Lukács—wrong as 

he might have been in the 1930s—who has some provisional last word for us 

today.” Now, I fi nd that very attractive.

Jameson: Of course, I wrote that before postmodernism had surfaced 

as a reality and a concept, so it would be perhaps a little more complicated 

now. My sense is this—I wish I could speak in any way about Korean litera-

ture, and I hope to remedy that ignorance insofar as we have translations, 

and we certainly need more of those—but my sense is that fi rst of all there 

are ways in which a multidimensional third world social reality may be 

more interesting for an artist today than an increasingly one-dimensional 

fi rst world one. Th at explains to me why in my observation—and I don’t 
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know whether this is so in Korea, but it is certainly so in China and in 

many other parts of the world—the most infl uential novelistic form any-

where is that of the Latin Americans, García Márquez in particular. Now, 

I would add—and I don’t do this out of chauvinism or anything, but be-

cause I think it’s signifi cant—that in my opinion García Márquez also 

comes out of Faulkner, and that therefore Faulkner for a great many rea-

sons has shown a new mode of narrative possibilities and certain kinds of 

realism, which has been maybe the most decisive global infl uence since the 

 naturalists. At least this is the idea that I came to talk to Chinese writers 

about when I was in China a few years ago, who at the time were experi-

menting with a new kind of novel that they called the “roots” movement. 

My sense was this—and it’s very consistent with Lukács’s descriptions of 

the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries—that their forms of social realism 

before that had been static ones of the social surface and that one of the 

things that the Cultural Revolution did in China was to create a profound, 

deep sense of history and of historical scars and transformation; so that 

what they found in Faulkner and then in García Márquez was a new kind 

of narrative apparatus that allowed the writer both to register the social 

surface and also, like a seismograph, to pick up the ongoing infl uence of 

this deeper history. Now your history is obviously even more catastrophic 

and traumatic than that, and I would see that as being the fulfi llment of 

Lukács’s thesis: Lukács moves from the way in which the English eigh-

teenth century perceives the surface of society to Scott’s and Balzac’s dis-

covery of deeper history and how one integrates that. Th at seems to be what 

we are seeing recapitulated here on a much vaster scale, in the sense that 

you have postmodern realities as well as ancient peasant realities and all the 

strata in between. A Lukácsean realism would thereby be immensely more 

complicated.

Paik: Absolutely. Ours is surely another instance of Ernst Bloch’s 

 Gleichzeitigkeit des Ungleichzeitigen [syncronicity of the nonsynchronous], 

and while this could of course be simply an ephemeral moment before we 

are integrated to the one-dimensional global society, nobody who is seriously 

committed to praxis can accept that kind of defeatism in advance. So I would 

like to think that we do have a rare historical opportunity, which may no 

longer be available to the fi rst world, for achieving and sustaining a total-

izing vision. I fi nd that in your reply to critics in the latest issue of New Left  

Review 1 you refer to the conditions of possibility for the kind of totalizing 

thought that would produce a concept like “modes of production”; and in 
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many ways,  García Márquez’s Latin America, or even Faulkner who comes 

from a backward region—

Jameson: A backward region of the United States, yes, a third world part 

of the United States.

Paik: Very close in some ways to the conjunctures you mention in that ar-

ticle, like the Scottish Enlightenment or prerevolutionary France.

Jameson: Yes, absolutely, I agree with that.

Paik: Well, then, in this conjuncture of ours, the national struggle, the 

 national question, and the concept of a national literature happen to be very 

important to us. But I believe these are terms which don’t have much mean-

ing to most of the intellectuals in the West. Of course, they shouldn’t be mean-

ingful in the old ways, but what would be your reaction to this?

Jameson: I’ve been very struck by this in Korea, and this is another mat-

ter that I must think more about. I guess my principal frame of reference for 

a positive conception of nationalism lies in embattled situations like that of 

the Palestinians, where nationalism is obviously progressive; but in terms of 

a postrevolutionary situation I have been most impressed with the role of na-

tionalism in Cuba and the way in which a Cuban nationalism, a sense of Cu-

ban exceptionalism, has gone hand in hand with the construction of social-

ism, has not been xenophobic, has been able, for example, to frame multiple 

personalities for the Cubans so that they feel themselves to be part of Latin 

America; they feel themselves to be part of that very diff erent thing the Ca-

ribbean; they feel themselves to be a black country linked to Africa; and they 

feel themselves also very close to us the North Americans since we were in 

eff ect their last colonizers. So it seems to me that a powerful sense of the unity 

of the national situation does not necessarily involve xenophobia or narrow-

ness but can be a whole opening to both political praxis and very vigorous 

kinds of cultural expression, something which seems uniquely the case here 

in Korea. I’m tempted to say if the fi rst world doesn’t understand this—and 

it’s clear why, except for the strange case of Japan, the superstate in the United 

States or this new Europe has really no place for this kind of thing—then too 

bad for the fi rst world: that is to say, there are realities that it needs to think 

about some more, and those are the index of its blind spots and its repressions 

and the things it doesn’t want to know about in the outside world.
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Paik: Would you care to comment on the relevance of this issue to the sec-

ond world also? You’ve discussed Cuba, of course, but that’s as much third 

world as second.

Jameson: Obviously the Soviet Union is a federation which has to think 

about these things in another way. Th en one would have to compare the 

German example—but of course Germany has a tradition of having non-

national states, Prussia was not a national state, so that, with respect the 

viability of the socialist Germany of the East, the German Democratic Re-

public, there are precedents in German history for non-national formations 

that maybe do not really exist in other parts of the world.

Paik: I think that’s one of the major diff erences between the German case 

and the Korean, for we did have a unifi ed national life for many, many cen-

turies before the division in 1945. Another important diff erence would be that 

the division of Germany had at least some legitimacy or historical rationale 

in that it was punishment meted out to a powerful aggressor and in a way a 

measure to prevent the repetition of the same tragedy, whereas Korea was a 

victim of Japanese aggression—

Jameson: Jon Halliday has put that even more strongly in saying that 

the occupation and division that should have been visited on Japan were 

transferred to you.

Paik: Right. So there is a very strong feeling throughout Korea demanding 

reunifi cation; I am sure I can speak for most Koreans, North and South, that 

we do have this feeling. But of course to have the feeling is not the same thing 

as to see the way to the thing or to have a theory for realizing it. Now, one of 

the diffi  culties is that the country has been divided for nearly a half century, 

and much more violently and rigidly, too, than the two Germanies, and as 

a result we have two very diff erent social formations, perhaps even diff erent 

kinds of nationalisms in spite of a very strong common national feeling. But 

in either case, I think the nationalism is a progressive one, even though there 

is involved a certain amount of xenophobia.

In any case, Korean nationalism has to be progressive because, for one 

thing, it has to take an oppositional stance towards the hegemonic powers 

that do not want to see the country reunifi ed. Also, it’s inherently impos-

sible to get most Koreans to agree that any kind of reunifi cation would be 

desirable. Th is is a point which so far hasn’t received enough open debate in 
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Korea, but it is obvious, for instance, that a good many South Koreans would 

not want reunifi cation on North Korean terms, at least insofar as these have 

become known to them, and the North Koreans would certainly oppose any 

idea of—well, we used to have the slogan of “Marching North and reunifying 

the country,” and they would no doubt oppose that. So we need to work out a 

solution, a practicable response to the common national feeling which would 

serve the real interests of the Korean people, that is to say, the preponderant 

majority of the population both North and South. Th e problem is that while 

we are in many ways still a single nation with a long history of unifi ed life 

and an acute sense of that history, we have had two virtual nation-states, or 

rather seminational states, for over forty years now, with two almost diamet-

rically opposed social systems, and therefore with diff erent individual and 

collective experiences. So how does one work out a solution which will satisfy 

both the common and the inevitably heterogeneous aspirations and yet man-

age to be practical? Th is makes the Korean case quite exceptional, but I think 

here we have rather a confi rmation of your original point that Korea in being 

apparently exceptional may in fact be more typical, because we really face the 

same kinds of problems when we try to solve the diffi  culties facing the entire 

world today.

Jameson: It’s as though you had two distinct opportunities for social 

transformation, as though it were given to Korea to have two lives at the 

same time, so to speak, which could involve a very rich set of possibilities.

Paik: But would you care to elaborate on your original remark about  Korea’s 

being not so much an anomaly as a classical example?

Jameson: I always try to make it clear, in my version of development 

or “stages” theory, that the stages coexist, overlap, and that one must not 

think of these things as separate. But in most theories of stages, one posits 

distinct kinds of politics that are relative to the stages themselves: wars of 

national liberation, and relatively nationalist struggles, that would be the 

stage of decolonization; socialist revolutions would be another type; now 

perhaps we can foresee struggles against a whole postmodern apparatus of 

domination or globalization that would again be distinct from those. And 

so what tends to happen as one looks around the world is that in poor third 

world countries one sees wars of national liberation with the nationalist 

dominant; in more advanced countries, labor struggles and issues of class 

domination. But in most places these seem to be separate, whereas in South 
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Korea they all seem to be taking place in the same social space. Th is is both 

an advanced and a third world country in some sense, the way places like 

Cuba and China are both second and third world countries. I think that’s 

very interesting and it seems to me rather exceptional.

Paik: Korea is exceptional above all in being a divided country, and I think 

the division has—

Jameson: So that you are in a way both fi rst, second, and third world—

Paik: Yes, yes, exactly. So the problems of all these worlds are concentrated 

here. Well, let me give you my sense of Korea’s exceptionalism and typicality. 

You mention in your reply to critics “local struggles and issues are not merely 

indispensable, they are unavoidable; but . . . they are eff ective only so long as 

they also remain fi gures or allegories for some larger systemic transforma-

tion.” Now, whether you take the level of South Korean society by itself or that 

of the two Koreas, the national struggle for reunifi cation is an unavoidable, 

perhaps the unavoidable, local issue, but this particular national struggle 

happens to have certain inbuilt guarantees that it cannot succeed in the old-

fashioned nationalist way—if only because we have more than one national-

ism (perhaps it isn’t even a case of two nationalisms, but something more like 

one and a half). And thus the social content of the nationalism or national-

isms becomes much more important than in a “less exceptional” national or 

decolonization struggle. At the same time, connections with larger worldwide 

issues turn out to be inevitable—for instance, in the fact that the two Koreas 

belong to diff erent ideological blocs, and thus questions arising from the di-

vision of the world system into two contending blocs is superimposed on the 

local issue. And then, too, when you are to think of any concrete situation 

with any measure of concreteness, you have to look not only at the society 

within the national border and the world system as a whole, but also at the 

intermediate regional confi guration. In our case it involves Japan and China, 

and the Soviet Union, and inevitably the United States.

Jameson: Yes, inevitably!

Paik: So even at the regional level you have practically every one of the 

prime agents in the world scene. And then, coming back to the question of di-

vision, in our case there is not only the regional but peninsular confi guration 

to take into account—which is more than a confi guration, I think it’s  actually 



92 jameson on jameson

a system of two sharply contending but sometimes perhaps also colluding 

state apparatuses. So one has to be able to think at once of the part (South Ko-

rea) and the whole (the contemporary world in its concreteness), and also to 

think of the Korean peninsula as both one and two—a dialectical feat which 

I assume everyone in today’s world has to learn if he or she is to carry out the 

local struggle in the successful manner that you call for.

Jameson: Yes. I would like to say something more about this later, but I 

wish you would repeat here what you were telling me the other day about 

industrialization and Confucianism—that is, whether here and in Taiwan, 

Singapore, and so on, Confucianism as a substitute for the Protestant ethic 

is suffi  cient explanation for the tremendous industrial takeoff  in these parts 

of East Asia.

Paik: No, I don’t think it’s a suffi  cient explanation, although I do agree that 

Confucianism had something to do with the kind of economic success that 

the so-called Asian nics [newly industrialized countries] have had. Only, the 

curious thing is that people who are touting this Confucian ethic as a key 

to development are in many cases the same ones who were saying a few de-

cades ago that East Asia—except for Japan, which had a feudal system like 

the European—was not successfully industrializing because of the Confu-

cian ideology, the solution presumably being for us to turn into Christians as 

rapidly as possible. But as I say, I agree Confucianism was an important fac-

tor, especially in securing the relatively high level of national integration and 

education of the population in these societies. But I believe that even more 

crucial was the strategy of the global capital, and in this connection I recall 

an interesting remark by William Hinton criticizing Deng Xiaoping’s strategy 

of development, which according to Hinton is an attempt to emulate South 

Korea, of course without giving up Communist party control; and he says 

this won’t work because the primary reason for South Korea’s success was the 

fact that China had gone socialist, and (says Hinton) if Brazil were a socialist 

country, Panama would now be an economic power.

Jameson: Very funny!

Paik: Of course it’s an exaggeration, and Hinton probably meant it as 

such; I don’t think Panama has the kind of infrastructure to make it another 

 Taiwan or South Korea. But I do believe there is a valid point to it: I mean, the 

United States doesn’t have the kind of strategic stake in seeing, say, Mexico or 
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Brazil become successful economies as it does in the case of South Korea; also 

the United States or a reigning multinational capital would be more afraid of 

Brazil developing a really successful national economy.

Jameson: Yes, and I think you also insist on the fact that division is very 

signifi cant in South Korea or Taiwan, that perhaps it prevents the takeoff  

miracle state from becoming a nation which would then have power in its 

own right to pose dangers to—

Paik: Th at’s right. On the one hand, the world capital cannot aff ord to have 

an economic debacle in these lands—not that it can aff ord a real debacle in 

Brazil or Mexico, either, but at least it could live with much more obvious 

failures there—and on the other hand, with the kind of built-in military and 

political dependency ensuing from division, it can tolerate a good deal of eco-

nomic success on the part of these countries.

Jameson: Now, what I want to say about all this is, fi rst of all, that my 

description of postmodernism in general, this whole moment in general, is 

characterized by a new signifi cance of space as opposed to time or tempo-

rality in the modern. One of the most interesting newer forms of Marxism 

emerging is coming from radical geographers and is what I would call a 

spatial Marxism, an analysis of both the urban and of geography, and of 

geopolitics. It seems to me that that kind of spatial analysis is something to 

be developed and would be squarely in the line of what you are calling for 

here, because the way you are laying out the Korean situation is essentially 

in this newer sense a spatial dialectic.

Paik: Th at’s very interesting, and I confess spatial Marxism is an area 

which is new to me. Up to now I’ve been rather uncomfortable with all this 

talk about space and spatiality in postmodernism as opposed to a presumed 

importance of time in high modernism, because at least one of the main ten-

dencies of capitalism is to abolish space and turn everything into time—in 

the Marxian sense that fi nally all value is a matter of temporality. So the em-

phasis on space would be signifi cant only if it is in opposition to this general 

trend, an attempt to recover the concreteness of space that capitalism makes 

disappear.

Jameson: Yes, that’s precisely what I wanted to say. One of the features of 

this shift  is that in the postmodern there is a new kind of dialectic between 
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internationalism and regionalism; and it seems to me that’s a new kind of 

link as well as an opposition that is that the attachment to the region very 

oft en meant a regressive politics, whereas today it may not, and it may in 

fact be very closely linked to a sense of the whole international dimension. 

It is an idea which suggests some of the benefi ts of this new kind of spatial 

thinking.

Paik: I see it does tie in very well with what we were discussing—not only 

about economic development but about nationalism as well. So perhaps we 

may now turn more particularly to the concept of “national literature,” a 

topic of rather intense debate with us. Its proponents at least (including my-

self) see it as quite compatible with internationalism, indeed necessary to 

any desirable conception of world literature. I know you are not yet very fa-

miliar with how the concept actually works out in the Korean context, but I 

would like nevertheless to have some of your thoughts on it.

Jameson: Th is is a period in which the counterpart to multinational cap-

italism and its organization of global relations has to be, on the part of the 

Left  and a progressive culture, an internationalization as well. I have pointed 

out that in Goethe’s original description of “world literature,” what seems 

to have been most prominent in his mind were the new media organs, like 

the journals that permitted contact between intellectuals in the various Eu-

ropean countries, so that he, Goethe, would read the Edinburgh Review, the 

Revue des deux mondes, and be in closer touch with intellectuals in other 

national situations. “World literature” was then for him that set of relations, 

and not simply the emergence of great world classics.2 If something like 

that could be imagined it would be a way of respecting the primacy of the 

national situation and also making it possible for an international network 

of intellectuals and cultures very much in the spirit of the dialectic I just 

mentioned between the regional and the international. It may be that today 

the powerful construction of a national culture is an act of internationalism 

rather than a withdrawal from the international situation. I tried in another 

place to push a slogan which was “the internationalism of national situa-

tions” and which proposed that our intellectual and cultural relations to 

each other pass through the primacy of the national situation understood in 

the larger sense, through the concrete regional situation, and that we would 

understand each other through those situations rather than in some time-

less way from masterpiece to masterpiece. So if the Korean project is that of 

producing a “national literature,” then the most important thing would be 
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perhaps to think that such a literature has not yet existed, that the creation 

of a national literature in this new sense is a wholly new process that may 

not really have signifi cant precedents, and that we are not talking about 

older forms of national culture at all but the forging of a whole new one 

in a whole new global situation, in which then that act may have a special 

paradigmatic value.

Paik: If such a project is to have any measure of success, don’t you think we 

would need a more precise sense of the extent to which the so-called global 

capital is global, and where it is not yet that global aft er all—

Jameson: Th is is the matter of unevenness, the “synchronicity of the non-

synchronous,” which makes me think of a remark of Sartre’s that has to do 

with publics. (We already are developing in the area of fi lm, which is more 

immediate, a more sophisticated international public for the reception of a 

variety of cultures, but the literary is more diffi  cult because of language and 

the problem of the translations.) But Sartre remarks in What Is Literature? 

that it’s much better for the writer to have to address two or more publics at 

once: if you have only one public, then you know what they know, certain 

kinds of eff orts need not be made; but to address several publics, a number 

of things have to be mobilized to explain what is not tacit knowledge and 

to transfer social meanings to publics to which they are alien. So there may 

be a sense in which a newly emergent global cultural public amounts to just 

such a chance for writers in a variety of national situations. I can imagine 

the life experience of a remote village that’s still relatively traditional where 

today in 1989 people are living in ways that are still analogous to the 1920s 

or even the nineteenth century. Now I can see that writers of an older pe-

riod, even if their project was only to register village life as such, would have 

described those realities diff erently than a writer today who describes the 

survival of this village life in a world from which most of it has vanished. 

Th at is to say, that the global perspective would transform the representa-

tion of those older and more traditional realities. In other words, part of 

the development of new realism may involve not so much a change in tech-

niques and content as a shift  in the whole perspective in which this content 

is embedded in our new global systems.

Paik: In other words, “cognitive mapping” is quite crucial.

Jameson: Well, that remains my thought.
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Paik: Now, let’s come to the old question of “what is to be done.” Of course 

you’ve already mentioned cognitive mapping, and I was interested to see in 

your New Left  Review reply that you sort of came out and admitted that this 

was translatable as “class consciousness”—

Jameson: But class consciousness on a new global scale, in ways we don’t 

yet have the categories for.

Paik: Yes. But you must be aware that there are critics of your work who 

fi nd it insuffi  ciently related to concrete political practice. For instance, Neil 

Larsen in his very interesting introduction to the collected volumes of your 

essays [Th e Ideologies of  Th eory] remarks that while your notion of ideology 

is very fruitful, it leaves out or at least tends to neglect the canonical notion 

of “intervention” and thus limits the practical relevance of your work. Would 

you care to respond to that?

Jameson: Well, look, when one is talking about politics, one should 

always remember there are multiple politics—we are engaged in lots of 

them—and there is no single-shot defi nition of what is to be done that re-

ally is satisfactory. So on one level for me it’s very important, as I tried to 

say at this conference, to participate in the reinvention of some conception 

of socialism which is appropriate to the new global situation. On the level 

of internationalism, it’s important for us to forge a whole new network of 

intellectuals in the way that we are doing right now, a worldwide network 

of intellectuals—I think that’s crucial. Larsen’s objection surprises me in 

the sense that I have oft en said that there still existed ideology in the bad 

sense, false consciousness of the classic stamp. I’ve tried to insist a little 

more within the fi rst world situation of media culture on ways in which the 

Utopian and symbolically political impulses were expressed in the media. 

Indeed, maybe now we’ve insisted so much on the Utopian dimensions of 

these things that we should insist more again on the more classical ones of 

mystifi cation and false consciousness and so forth. Th e original study of the 

media on the Left  essentially came from that perspective, because the me-

dia was seen as a very fundamental reason for the explanation of the failure 

of the working class to develop the appropriate revolutionary consciousness 

and to seize power in the West. Th at is, culture and consciousness began to 

be studied by Western Marxism essentially in the eff ort to explain the fail-

ure of a mass political movement and, of course, also the arrival of fascism. 
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I think we can’t transfer these completely to the postmodern situation, but 

I would certainly hate to have us lose that negative and critical dimension 

that was present in those things. But it’s much harder to sustain a kind of 

uncompromising negative critique of false consciousness in a situation in 

which—and I’m talking about the United States now—one doesn’t really 

have the makings of a mass political movement in terms of which one could 

make that critique. So that obviously conditions what intellectuals in the 

United States can do, but I think there is for us in the fi rst world a whole di-

mension of the critique of culture that must be sustained, and that’s another 

very important task.

Finally, I thought that this was a moment—and I know a little bit for 

the visual arts and from contacts, friends, writers in science fi ction—that 

this was a moment in which maybe again critics could, if not make sug-

gestions to the artists, at least participate in the coming into being of new 

art. For a long time Stalinism and what resulted from that made us reluc-

tant to off er any suggestions to artists; this may again be a period in which 

that kind of collaboration may be possible, as in hypothetical projects for 

diff erent kinds of cultural politics. Meanwhile, it does not seem superfl u-

ous, particularly in the context of this particular discussion, to observe 

that a new emphasis on and a new openness to a properly global cultural 

 production—to Nicaraguan poetry, say, fully as much as to US writing, to 

the modern Korean tradition as much as to that of continental and Western 

Europe—ought to function politically too, if only to sensitize its readership 

to the role of the United States in all these places and to form readers who 

are also militant opponents of North American interventionism. Indeed, 

Paul Sweezy recently, in a rather bleak mood, suggested that preventing 

intervention and supporting liberation movements in other countries was 

just about all the US Left  could hope to accomplish nowadays: I hope there’s 

more, but it should be clear that the study and teaching of so-called third 

world literature has a signifi cant part to play in achieving that much. And 

fi nally, philosophically, the preservation and development of a dialectical 

way of thinking about things as over against a dominant positivism, or a 

one-dimensional technological thought, is also a very crucial matter.

Paik: Let me now end with a directly personal question. How do you feel 

this project of preserving a dialectical mode of thought is faring in your im-

mediate surroundings? Do you feel it is going well, better than it used to, or 

that even this is being increasingly co-opted by the mediatized universe?
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Jameson: I think it’s dialectical to hope that one is oft en spurred on to 

make stronger statements in a situation in which one is in a minority and 

under adverse conditions. I’ve just gone back to the Frankfurt School and 

fi nished a long book on Adorno, about whom I think a good deal more pos-

itively than I have at some moments in the past, and this is a fi rst attempt 

of mine to return to and describe a certain dialectic. I am teaching Marx’s 

Grundrisse right now and working with Marx’s own text and Hegel again. 

So I hope that part of my current work will lead me back to the dialectic 

itself and to newer ways of projecting it, and I think I wouldn’t be doing so 

unless the dialectic seemed, so to speak, an endangered species.
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Interview with Sabry Hafez, Abbas Al-Tonsi, 

and Mona Abousenna

hafez: What is the impact of what you termed, in Marxism and Form, a 

Hegelian kind of Marxism on the development of the new critical discourse, 

particularly that which is written in English? Could you identify some of its 

tenets which have been assimilated in the contemporary mainstream criti-

cism, or in other words, been accepted into the established critical canon?

Jameson: I don’t think it’s particularly important to retain the word “He-

gelian.” Th ere are a number of other slogans for what’s also sometimes called 

“Western Marxism,” which has generally been defi ned by way of its diff erence 

from so-called “Soviet Marxism” or “dialectical materialism” as involving an 

increased emphasis on facts of consciousness and culture. Th ere are many 

reasons why Marxists in the West have felt it important to do this, most obvi-

ously as an explanation for the failure of revolution in the West aft er the 1920s 

and the increasing role of cultural apparatuses such as, in our time, televi-

sion and the media in the ideological policing of  working-class people.

I will, however, say a few more things about the word Hegelian. Th e 

meaning of the word is obviously going to vary according to the stereotype 

one has about Hegel. I think that the polemics waged by Louis Althusser 

in the 1960s against Hegel are no longer of much signifi cance for us for a 

whole set of reasons. In any case, what he meant by Hegel was  idealism, and 

clearly I was not proposing a return to idealism. But a number of studies 

of Marx’s own texts have shown that these texts are dialectical in a deeper 

Th is interview was carried out in writing in the fall of 1989. It fi rst appeared as Sabry Hafez, 

Abbas Al-Tonsi, and Mona Abousenna, “On Contemporary Marxist Th eory: An Interview 

with Fredric Jameson,” Alif: Journal of Comparative Poetics 10 (1990): 114–31. © Th e Depart-

ment of English and Comparative Literature, Th e American University in Cairo. Reprinted 

with permission  of the Department of English and Comparative Literature, Th e American 

University in Cairo.
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sense than had hitherto been suspected, and that therefore they reveal not 

so much an infl uence of Hegel, but a development of what Hegel glimpsed 

in a whole range of new ways.

Let me simply say rapidly what I think the diff erence between a Hege-

lian and a non-Hegelian approach might be. Bourgeois philosophy imag-

ines that its language is able directly to model the world, and therefore it 

seeks to immediately formulate the structure and nature of reality. In Hegel, 

there is always the sense that we never have immediate contact with the 

outside world, but that contact is always mediated by our own concepts 

which have their own logic and their own history. Th erefore the task of 

philosophy is not a one-dimensional one in which we seek to register and 

represent reality directly, but rather to take two paths simultaneously. It 

must seek to characterize the outside world, in this case the structure of late 

capitalism, and at the same time it must seek to understand the limits of 

the concepts with which we do that understanding, and those limits are of 

course, at least in part, ideological and shaped by our formation within the 

very social world that we are seeking to understand.

Th erefore, if one wanted to make a defense of this slogan of Hegelian-

ism, as you seem to suggest I should, it would be that this approach obliges 

us to try to grasp the ideological limits of our own consciousness and its 

intellectual categories at the same time that it continues to grapple with the 

task of understanding the social and historical world which is outside us 

and which is our reality.

I would fi nally add that there are signs that a new way of reading Marx 

through Hegel is in a process of reappearing aft er the Althusserian period. 

Part of this may be understood to be reaction against Althusserianism in 

itself, and also against the much more recent British school of analytic 

Marxism. Some of it derives from the Frankfurt School, and from the so-

called Capitalogic group in Germany and elsewhere, and it will receive a 

great new impetus when the work of the Argentinean philosopher Enrique 

Dussell, on Marx’s Grundrisse and the unpublished manuscripts, is more 

widely known.

hafez: Perestroika has removed some of the psychological barriers against 

Marxism; how do you see the impact of such removal on the development of 

critical methodology particularly in the largely conservative English speak-

ing world? Do you expect it to aff ect a transformation of the Marxist literary 

canon similar to that which was brought about by the Russian Formalists or 

the Frankfurt School, in other words, do you envisage a radical change in the 
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Marxist literary canon towards a wider awareness and less crudely utilitar-

ian understanding of modernist culture in the West?

Jameson: I would have said that perestroika removed many of the po-

litical objections to socialism or communism. As for Marxism as a mode 

of thought, I think that your question is not dialectical enough. It is pre-

cisely in a conservative, English-speaking world that a more radical kind of 

Marxist thinking has had to develop in opposition to that hegemonic set of 

values and as a reaction against it. While we expect enormous things from 

the revival of Russian culture, Russian traditions, and the participation of 

the Soviet intelligentsia in international intellectual life, it seems to me that 

it will be a while before they have a distinctive contribution to make to 

Marxist studies. Th at they will make such a distinctive contribution I have 

no doubt whatsoever. Bakhtin is of course an enormous monument and 

resource for the Soviet intellectuals to draw upon. For the moment, accord-

ing to my observations, they are busy assimilating intellectual trends in the 

West, and I would imagine the more crucial issue today is whether these 

Russian intellectuals will be interested in Marxism at all in the immediate 

future, let alone in making their contribution to it.

One should also add aft er the current events in Eastern Europe that 

there are really two possible outcomes for many of the Eastern European 

countries, most particularly the German Democratic Republic, only one of 

which is ever mentioned in the newspapers—that is, of course, the rever-

sion to the market and the selling out of nationalized industries to private 

business, and less oft en invoked, the enlistment of cheap Eastern European 

labor for big business in Western Europe, particularly aft er 1992. Th e other 

possibility, particularly in the two Germanys, would be the renewal of a 

very sharp ideological debate on the nature of socialism. It seems to me that 

this is now the moment, aft er the end of the wall of violence and repression, 

for the Germans in particular to describe positively the benefi ts of a so-

cialism which has most oft en been caricatured as being unproductive and 

ineffi  cient, stagnant, and lacking the technological level of Western private 

business. Something is surely still to be said for the choice of other priori-

ties which include full employment, free medical care and education, and 

cradle-to-grave security for its citizens.

hafez: Th e older Marxist criticism, which you once described as “genetic,” 

emphasized the historical evolution of art from ritual and religion. How can 

the new Marxist criticism with its emphasis on dialectics and various forms 
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of oral tradition and folk fantasia, which is clearly manifested in a literature 

such as that of Latin America and some third world countries, posit a new 

concept of criticism? Or form a new critical canon and how?

Jameson: Th e question is a very interesting one. Obviously the objections 

to genetic criticism were, to many people, what looked to be a crudely evo-

lutionist perspective in which early forms of oral songs gave way to more 

complex modes of the imitation of reality. It’s a perspective one fi nds, for 

example, in art critics like Arnold Hauser or even in non-Marxists like my 

teacher Erich Auerbach. I hardly think we wish to go back to that form 

of evolutionism, particularly since what has transpired for us in the whole 

new postmodern era is the notion that in many ways the oral traditions 

and what used to be thought of as simpler forms are more complicated 

and more interesting than our own bourgeois forms. In any case, for the 

 socialist tradition all of this raises the crucial matter which Ernst Bloch, 

among others, characterized as that of the Erbe, “tradition” or the “heri-

tage”: how a new socialist culture, which necessarily emerges from a re-

gime of high industrial production, is to assimilate the cultures of the past 

and of other modes of production, and in the process become a genuine 

world culture. Lukács, of course, thought that socialist culture should in-

clude the classics of realism and of older, middle-class culture. For many 

people in the West as well as the East for whom the classics of middle-class 

culture are perhaps in the postmodern period not so attractive, this has al-

ways seemed to be an unnecessary traditionalism. Bloch’s vision was much 

vaster, and involved a new kind of pantheon of the forms of human cultural 

production which would, I think, be much more attractive to us in the post-

modern era.

hafez: How can you explain the increasing interest of the exponents of 

modern critical discourse, from the structuralists to the Marxists, in the lit-

erature of the third world? Is this a reaction to overemphasizing the elabora-

tion of literary structure and a return to the concept of value? Is it a result 

of the relative stagnation in certain Western literatures? Or is it part of the 

process of rejuvenation of Western modern critical theory and has nothing to 

do with the “third world” as such? Is it possible to transfer the socioeconomic 

demarcation coined by the dominant “fi rst world” into the realm of literature 

without the danger of imposition and displacement? Is the concept of “third 

world” literature a descriptive or normative one? And what makes it diff erent 

from other literatures? 
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Jameson: In my opinion, the new interest in the culture fully as much 

as the literature of the third world comes into being simultaneously with 

postmodernism. It certainly has something to do with the development of 

that literature and culture itself, which is very rich all over the world, and 

which seems to me to have gone beyond its original realist and modernist 

stages. Th is also has something to do, I think, with the impoverishment of 

culture in a kind of standardized media society like this fi rst world one, 

which is therefore tempted to reinvigorate itself perpetually and to restore 

its vitality by infusions of a more vital culture from the outside. One could 

also go into any number of parallels with postmodernism itself, which I 

think must have something to do with the simultaneity of the economic 

situation all over the world but which are nonetheless paradoxical and cer-

tainly not be understood as any kind of convergence between these two 

very diff erent movements. Th e return to storytelling would be one of those. 

Th e disappearance of, let’s say, “centered” or anthropomorphic charac-

ters would be another one. What’s generally called textuality is of course 

a feature of all kinds of texts today, including media texts. So that, I sup-

pose, one could argue fully as much for a radical break of many contem-

porary third world writers and cultural producers with their own pasts as 

one could for analogies with forms developing in the fi rst world. I suppose 

that one must also stress the signifi cance of language in all this. My own 

feeling is that the literature is the least signifi cant area of production in 

Western postmodernism, and that clearly has something to do with the 

standardization of our languages by way of the media. My sense is that in 

many third world traditions (one doesn’t want to generalize, obviously), 

language, eloquence in the older sense, the word as such, retains a pres-

tige and a power that it has lost in late capitalism in the West, and that the 

linguistic material available to third world writers is therefore much more 

fruitful.

I’m not worried about the transfer of Western critical theory to the third 

world or to its context. It seems to me that third world critics are perfectly 

capable of knowing what to use, what to modify, and what to reject—and 

indeed are bound to modify all these things ceaselessly, just as we ourselves 

have modifi ed everything that came to us from Europe. Or if you prefer, 

North Americans could make a similar argument, and of course they have 

done so in previous periods of their own history, about the importation of 

theory from Europe—something which could be extended into a general 

paradigm of importation from the outside, in some distant analogy with 

the eclecticism of the Roman Empire. As a matter of fact, I feel certain that 
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we both are and will continue to get an increasing amount of theoretical 

production and new conceptuality from the former third world as we have 

from Europe in the past. So that at that point, third world theory will really 

be third world theory.

I do think that there is something crippling in overstressing the way 

in which we’re all locked into our national situations. Th at can be a very 

healthy realization—the battles that some critics have had over foreign 

theory also sometimes expresses a struggle between intellectuals, people, 

groups who feel that their function has been usurped by other groups, and 

of course those struggles are also not to be taken lightly. On the other hand, 

I think that we do have things to say to each other, and that one of our tasks 

at least is to create some kind of new global cultural network, one which is 

certainly not free of antagonism and tension, but which allows us to speak 

together more directly. It would therefore be unwise to exaggerate the de-

gree to which our critical ideas only project our own realities and are ab-

solutely unable to have any purchase on the various kinds of external other 

reality that come before us, culturally or otherwise.

al-tonsi: Could you specify your understanding of “history” or “histori-

cism” and its relationship to your view of “totality”? How does your concept 

of the “historical” relate to the subject-object and individual-social dichot-

omies? Terry Eagleton’s reading of these issues in your writings led him to 

qualify your Marxism as Hegelian. Do you endorse such a judgment?

Jameson: I’ve already said something implicit about historicism in my 

Hegel answer as well as about totality, but it might be worth saying all that 

in a somewhat diff erent way and connecting it to the answer to the previous 

question, because I think that the best way of making one’s own thoughts 

and interpretations situational is not to lock oneself into some diagnosis of 

ethnocentrism but rather to be aware of one’s historical situation and the way 

in which that I won’t say relativizes, but at least marks one’s point of view. 

Th erefore I think the question of foreign theory is much better dealt with in 

a historicist manner. Th at would imply that one went back and looked at the 

internal national socioeconomic situation in which certain kinds of theo-

ries arose (I’m thinking, obviously, of some theories of the French 1960s, 

but there would be many others and other countries to look at). One can 

then analyze the conditions of possibility for that theory to travel across 

into other national situations and to play a part. Th at would, I think, not 

relativize the value of these theories in any banal sense of the word. It would 
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leave them with their power and validity intact, but it would reduce that 

value locally, just as Einstein’s theory of relativity is said to transform New-

ton’s general laws into the local laws of a small corner of a much larger uni-

verse. Th at kind of historicizing, I think, is therapeutic and an excellent way 

for intellectuals to bring themselves up against a renewed consciousness of 

their own concrete situation before they start to look out across at that of 

others. So I would very strongly endorse the matter of historicism. I think 

that the Althusserian attack on it was needlessly motivated by the anxiety 

that if a relativity of the historical situation prevailed, then the scientifi c 

value of Marx and Marxism would ultimately be lost. I think that there 

is little danger of this. Some of the classics of Marxism—Lukács as well 

as Gramsci—were always well aware that according to some of their own 

paradoxical formulations, Marxism was the theory of capitalism and would 

lose its validity or its “truth,” so to speak, when that ended and gave place 

to something else. I would agree with that form of historicizing and relativ-

izing, but I don’t think it will aff ect the validity of Marxism today. We have 

grown increasingly suspicious of Hegelian notions of self-consciousness 

and refl ection and refl exivity, and I share some of those doubts and suspi-

cions, but if we don’t want that, then we need to have some other form of 

self-critical distance and that can only be found, I think, in the historicist 

attitude towards our own present as history. Totality plays a part in this 

insofar as totality is the supreme instrument for grasping the nature of one’s 

own current situation or that of other people. Unless one’s cultural critiques 

and social diagnoses are governed by at least the regulative idea of totality 

of the connecting everything together and seeing all of those things as part 

of one enormous process, what comes out is unlikely to be anything more 

than opinions or journalistic impressions. I’ve made this defense of totality 

in a number of places lately for the obvious reasons that these are truths not 

merely forgotten but maybe absolutely repressed in our day. One of the ba-

sic lessons of the Frankfurt School was indeed that the social totality today 

is more total than it was—that is to say, that the very logic of late capitalism 

is an absolutely totalizing one which wishes to penetrate everywhere and 

to make links with everything. Th us it is not our own love for this kind 

of thinking which drives us towards it, but the nature of the object and of 

the system itself. Surely this is true in the various disciplines, all of which 

are straining at their seams and feel the vocation to include the totality in 

deeper ways. Unfortunately, in most postmodern disciplines, so to speak, 

or in most disciplines in the postmodern period, that eff ort to transcend 

disciplinary boundaries generally takes the form of simple  transcoding, 
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borrowing of this or that, the transformation of one concept in one fi eld 

into another one, metaphorical and intertextual uses of language from 

other fi elds, and so on. Th is is because there are very few models of what a 

totalizing grasp of the transdisciplinary object or the social totality would 

be; and I daresay that Marxism is probably the only one that remains valid 

and vigorous in the contemporary world.

al-tonsi: Let’s confront now the crisis of Marxist literary criticism as ex-

emplifi ed in the theory of refl ection and the relationship between superstruc-

ture and infrastructure. Isn’t the concept of mediation(s), af ter all, circular 

and unable to penetrate the problematic? Can’t you see that such conceptual 

constructs (as mediations) join sometimes the very core of idealism, where per-

ception (and it is not enough to qualify it as collective perception) is mixed up 

with the object? Do you agree that the concept of refl ection constitutes a mis-

reading of Marxist dialectics because it focuses on dualism and presupposes a 

homogeneous, leveled totality inside each and every superstructure and base?

Jameson: Yes, I think that the notion of refl ection or correspondence has 

long since been blown away by most modern Marxist approaches. My own 

masters in this respect were the writers of the Frankfurt School, in particu-

lar Adorno, for whom the basic clue as to the historicity of a work and its 

deeper relationship to its social context lay in the form of the text and the 

generic innovation involved in it, rather than in its content. On the other 

hand, I think that the danger for Marxist criticism today is that, having 

modernized itself in respects such as these and shed its antiquated doc-

trines of refl ection and correspondence, it may lose its identity altogether 

and fade away into other approaches. I think that Marxist criticism must 

hold to the conception of ideological analysis, albeit in as elaborate and 

complex modern and postmodern ways as you like, and it must remain 

committed to the problem of something like a context, that is something 

like a connection between the text, or the cultural artifact, and its larger 

situation. How to prevent that from falling back into the kind of dualism 

you rightly denounce is, of course, a fundamental problem, which I would 

be tempted to approach by way of the dynamic form that I mentioned a 

moment ago.

al-tonsi: I would like to inquire as to how you arrived at Marxism and 

Marxist criticism? Could you also elaborate on your concept and view of 

Marxist criticism?
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Jameson: At virtually the dawn of my independent intellectual life, I 

found myself mesmerized by a sentence of Mallarmé that I later on used as 

the motto to my book Marxism and Form. It ran like this, “il n’existe d’ouvert 

à la recherche mentale que deux voies, en tout, où bifurque notre besoin, à 

savoir, l’esthétique d’une part et aussi l’économie politique” [Th ere are but 

two paths into which our need divides: aesthetics and also political econ-

omy]. On a weak reading, this could mean little more than a “bifurcation” 

of needs into the body and the mind or soul, or somewhat less reprehensibly, 

into work and leisure time—these two zones being governed by economics 

and culture, respectively. I have read more into it, and trust it will not be a 

matter of self-indulgence (or at least not merely a matter of self-indulgence) 

if I think it useful to pursue the relationship between Mallarmé’s notion and 

what I have come to discover is my own conception of Marxism itself (an 

area in which Mallarmé’s judgment is borne out very paradoxically indeed, 

since as Perry Anderson has observed, the most striking and signifi cant re-

cent products of Marxist research and thought have tended precisely to be 

the twin distant poles of the economic and the aesthetic).

Th is will also be the occasion to refl ect on judgments I have made on 

ethics, which have been widely deplored, Cornel West reminding me quite 

properly of the force of the ethical in practical politics, while Jonathan Arac 

wisely observes that my attempt decisively to separate the ethical from the 

political will confi rm all the worst stereotypical fears about the “immoral-

ity” of Marxism itself. What I wanted to achieve in this radical separation 

was a valorization of collective thought and logic over that purely individ-

ual kind that seems to predominate in ethical theories; the eff ort seemed to 

me cognate with any number of versions of the end of individualism and 

the death of the subject (as well as to approach certain theological tradi-

tions which it seems to me a misnomer to call ethical and which also have 

to do with the extinction of pride or even of the centered subject itself), and 

fi nally, with the relative neglect of the originality of collective action itself 

(which I was tempted to distinguish from the individual in a well-nigh on-

tological fashion).

I want now to reassert this same position, but by enlarging it in a way 

that may make its consequences somewhat clearer in unexpected directions. 

For I have only very slowly come to understand that if it was a matter of mak-

ing myself clear to other people, the word political—that I sought sharply to 

distinguish from the word ethical—was likely not merely to be ineff ective 

but even counterproductive. Political for a Marxist public had to do with 

practice as such and with forms of activity in which long terms and short 
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terms were uniquely coordinated, in ways it would be too complicated to ex-

plain here, but which seem to me to justify the claim for a uniquely Marxian 

conception of politics (based on the uniquely Marxian concept of praxis). 

But for most people, I suspect that politics splits apart into two lower-level 

meanings, the fi rst having simply to do with any kind of group action against 

institutions; the second having to do with political philosophy.

It is this second meaning I want to dwell on here, with the result of 

reviving many of the older stereotypical objections about Marxism, in par-

ticular the one that accuses Marxism of lacking a tradition of political re-

fl ection and even of repressing politics as such. Th ere is a way in which this 

stereotype seems to me not merely justifi ed but deserving of a certain mea-

sured celebration. Political philosophy, indeed, and not merely the tedious 

handbooks of its specialists and interpreters, seems to me par excellence the 

realm of sheer opinion, which is to say, in some rather negative sense, of ide-

ology itself. Of opinion I have always held that it is the least interesting kind 

of thinking or expression; this is of course in me nothing but an opinion, 

although it is strengthened somewhat by Hegel’s endorsement, in whom it 

might be expected to be something else and something more substantial. 

At any rate one comes to Marxism at least partly with the conviction that 

convictions themselves are formed at some deeper place than sheer opinion 

by realities other than conscious choices—realities of social class and of 

the unconscious, which have sometimes been what the word ideology des-

ignated (when it was not precisely used to designate the conscious eff ects 

of those convictions or beliefs in the realm of sheer  opinion—this duality 

being another way of characterizing what is potentially unstable not only in 

the traditional concept of ideology but in anything else that seeks to cover 

the same fi eld by substitution and transcoding).

But if the source of opinion—and of sheer ideology in its unstable, con-

scious, epiphenomenal forms—lies in this deeper ontological relationship 

to the real (which can of course be modifi ed and transformed, in ideologi-

cal conversion, on the occasion of radically new kinds of class experience), 

then the surface play of ideological eff ects and opinions is insubstantial, for 

all its very real practical consequences, and a doubtful foundation on which 

to base either a theory or a practice. Such opinions are what are generally 

thought to be political; and their range is equally expressed by the pro-

cedures and mannerisms of the textbooks that designate either modes of 

argument (that is to say, essentially of rationalization)—decisionism, con-

sequentialism, teleologism—or “positions,” which strangely resemble their 

philosophical or metaphysical opposite numbers, the Weltanschauungen 
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or worldviews, of which we are plausibly told that there is a fi nite number, 

and which then open out into a set of combinations which one can adopt at 

will and optionally, like moves on a chessboard. It is this optionality of the 

worldviews (idealism, realism, materialism) or of the political philosophies 

(libertarianism, petty bourgeois radicalism) that marks them most securely 

as sheer opinion: not in the sense in which people can be asked to change 

them without notice; but in the sense that they are not primary phenom-

ena, but rather accidents of a diff erent kind of substance. As eff ects, they 

off er a source of activity to the mind, which can explore its opinions and 

sometimes discover unsuspected ones; or interbreed them and evolve new 

species of ideology, or fresh combinations of older opinionated features. 

Th e work on this great variety of “self-expression,” its simplifi cation and 

organization according to easily graspable oppositions or combinations, is 

a very interesting pastime indeed; but it should be called typology rather 

than “philosophy” (political or otherwise) and has little content in its own 

right unless one is interested in experiencing the traditional anthropologi-

cal wonderment at the variety of human thought and opinion.

Th is “opinion” of mine leads to two kinds of conclusions: fi rst, that 

Marxism is not a political philosophy of that kind, and in no way “on all 

fours” with conservatism, liberalism, radicalism, populism, or whatever. 

Th ere is certainly a Marxist practice of politics (alluded to above), but po-

litical thinking in Marxism, when it is not practical in that way, has ex-

clusively to do with the economic organization of society, and how people 

cooperate to organize production. Th is means that “socialism” is not ex-

actly a political idea; or, if you like, that it presupposes the end of a certain 

political thinking. It also means that we do have our homologues among 

the bourgeois thinkers, but they are not the fascists (who have very little in 

the way of thought in that sense, and have in any case become historically 

extinct), but rather the neoliberals and the market people: for them also 

political philosophy is worthless (at least once you get rid of the arguments 

of the Marxist, collectivist enemy), and “politics” now means simply the 

care and feeding of the economic apparatus (in this case the market rather 

than the collectively owned and organized means of production). Indeed, I 

will argue later on the proposition that we have much in common with the 

neoliberals, indeed virtually everything—save the essentials.

But these conclusions now lead me to a second and to my mind more 

interesting interpretation of Mallarmé’s sentence by which I was so long 

fascinated: it has to do with the determination of form by content (and thus 

in some way with the dialectic itself). What I have been calling the intol-
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erable optionality of ethical thought or political Weltanschauungen can 

now be expressed in a diff erent way by suggesting that each involves a play 

of concepts that seems to have no deeper determination by its content, to 

know none of the constraints of the historical situation or the resistances 

of matter itself. Th e doctrine of form and content, however, coordinates 

action and history (or on another paradigm, base and superstructure), by 

reading the creativity and possibilities, the invention, of the active term 

in the light of the limiting factors of the inert term or the fundamental 

situation itself. Only a certain number of projects and outcomes are pos-

sible, and if there is an ontology of Marxism it lies in the fact that through 

praxis and its determinate failures one confronts the very nature of Be-

ing itself (provided you grasp Being as a historical and changing, evolving 

process). From the perspective of Marxism, which is neither an ethics nor 

a politics, ethics and politics are profoundly determined by a deeper con-

tent, which is to be found in ideological commitment, social class, historical 

experience. On their own terms, and viewed within the limits of the semi-

autonomous fi elds, each has itself sought to constitute that limit, that deeper 

content that is not visible and falls outside the analysis. Th is is why ethics 

and politics are superfi cial “sciences” and why Mallarmé was correct to op-

pose them to political economy and aesthetics, each of which is profoundly 

marked by the drama of content and the experience of limits, of the impos-

sibility of forms and the constraints of historical development. Th ese two 

“sciences” are in this sense profoundly homologous, in that each one re-

quires a constant and dialectical shuttling back and forth between the form 

and the reality itself, the “concept” and its material elements and social-

historical derivations. Th e structural similarity is then further confi rmed 

by the consummation of both in a certain Marxism, which alone and for 

the fi rst time reveals and theorizes just this dialectic and this form of the 

content. (Th ey are of course not the only “sciences” of this kind, as Mal-

larmé seems to suggest: one would at least minimally also want to include 

one he could not have anticipated, namely, psychoanalysis, and perhaps also 

anthropology.)

abousenna: I am concerned with comparative literature and the rela-

tionship of culture and philosophy to literature. In my work, I have tack-

led these issues within a broad Marxist perspective based on the theory of 

civilization and adopting the recent view about the integrating processes now 

taking place in cultural development, particularly in the fi eld of cultural cre-

ativity as a universal phenomenon. Within this global, universal perspective, 
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cultural values retain their signifi cance beyond the borders of the civilization 

that created them, serving as the basis for further cultural development. I 

have called this approach the civilizational perspective. In my comparative 

studies of Arabic and European literature, I have placed the culture of the 

Enlightenment at the core of a civilizational perspective that aims at estab-

lishing a dialogue between cultures on the basis of equality and productivity 

for a future civilization.

My question is the following: how can the global perspective transcend the 

social and ideological contradictions resulting from a class-divided society 

founded on property ownership and exploitation on the national as well as 

the international level?

Jameson: I think the question needs to be turned inside out; as formu-

lated, it tends to suggest a relatively older liberal world vision, in which (no 

doubt following World War ii) the global perspective was a benign one, of 

cooperation and the end of war and violence, whereas the national per-

spective included class tensions and antagonisms (not to speak of the vio-

lence of this or that nationalism itself). I would have thought we needed to 

reverse that perspective: the struggles within the nation-state—if they are 

not smothered or occulted in one way or another—are the authentic ones, 

which, when they are fought through, can alone be resolved. It is the global 

level and the new world sytem that is on the contrary negative, in the way in 

which it makes local and national autonomies impossible and locks popula-

tions into an economic machine over which they have no control. Indeed, 

to anticipate the next question, I would say that it is precisely because class 

tensions are concealed within the superstate that our (fi rst world) litera-

ture and culture is lacking in vitality. But the new world system has only 

been in existence (or at least has only been visible as such) in the past ten 

or twenty years; so the other implicit question cannot yet be answered, 

namely, what relationship one can posit between politics at the internal 

level and some conceivable politics on the level of the global system as a 

whole. Th is is a period of enormous and unthinkable class restructurations 

on a global scale, in which the very positions of fi rst and third world own-

ership, industry, workforce, et cetera, are being modifi ed in unpredictable 

new ways, ways that leave politics problematic for the moment, but which 

also problematize the politics of culture. We need to feel our way towards 

some larger world cultural space—I have called it “an internationalism of 

the national  situations”—in which the internal specifi city of the national 

culture is  respected at the same time that its subordination to the world 
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economic system is intensifi ed and lived as a constraint and a domination 

about which intellectuals and artists are lucid. Th e new global cultural per-

spective must pass through the national situation and its analogies with 

other such national situations; and not try to leap at once into the universal 

or into some “world literature” of an old-fashioned type.

Nasr: What steps are Western literary scholars taking to accommodate 

third world texts in a theoretical sense?

Jameson: So in eff ect I have already begun to answer this question about 

the status of third world literature in the West, at least as I see that sta-

tus. I should say that this very issue seems to me the hottest current topic 

of debate among the more “advanced” Western theoreticians (along with 

the question of postmodernism, to which it is not unrelated). Th e urgency 

of it arises not merely from the disintegration of the canon but also from 

the enormous recent richness of third world literature and culture itself, 

which has (at least since the breakthrough of the Latin American “boom”) 

begun to set its own agenda. Much is being done in the area of so-called 

postcolonial  discourse (which seeks to study the formal eff ects on Western 

literature of the fact of imperialism itself) and also of so-called post colonial 

literature, which seeks to study the newer third world texts themselves, 

across the barrier of classical non-Western languages that most of us cannot 

hope to appropriate, but which are themselves central facts and problems 

in those cultures. I myself speak from a perspective in which the relative 

sterility of the cultures of the three great fi rst world or late-capitalist zones 

(Europe, the US, Japan) is acknowledged, and therefore in which the more 

vital cultural production of the other areas now aff ords us possibilities of 

analysis we cannot fi nd in our own literatures. For example, the whole the-

ory of a properly Western modernism now needs to be revised in the light 

of the experience of modernization in the third world. Th is ought to issue 

in a new period of cultural comparatism on a global scale that will replace, 

but have nothing in common with, what used to be called “comparative 

literature.” It will henceforth need to include the media (and replace what 

used to be called “cultural imperialism”), and it needs to be confl ictual, full 

of critical sympathy with the various nationalisms, attentive to religion and 

to language revolutions, suspicious of United Nations–type liberalism, and 

alert to the paradoxes that obtain when the “third world” also exists inside 

the “fi rst world” in the form of minorities, ethnic groups, migrant workers, 

and the like (as this is the case in all three superpowers).



Interview with Stuart Hall

hall: In “Postmodernism; or, Th e Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism,” 

where you characterize what is now called postmodern culture, you assume 

a direct correspondence between capitalism and culture: “Bourgeois culture 

corresponded to the era of organized capitalism—what Lenin called ‘impe-

rialism.’ ” You suggest that we are now moving into a new epoch, in which 

“late capitalism” fi nds its correspondence in what people have designated as 

“postmodern culture.” Is that still your position?

Jameson: Th e problem with talking about “bourgeois culture” is that one 

of the things one wants to posit about this epochal change is that the culture 

of the bourgeoisie has itself been destroyed by it. What we have now is a 

relatively anonymous systemic culture, in which it becomes as problematic 

to talk about ruling classes in the old way as it does about some of the other 

questions. It might still be useful to talk about those things, but one has to 

address all of the objections fi rst.

When talking about postmodernism, it’s more important to ask, what 

exactly were “classical modernism” and “high modernism”? I’ve found it 

useful to explore the idea that modernism was a response to a modern-

ization in the West from, say, the mid- to late nineteenth century un-

til the Second World War. It was a response to a modernization which 

was incomplete, and in which the modernized enclaves and forces them-

selves were still working against a background of older class situations, 

older forms of agriculture and, in some parts of Europe, even older 

aristocratic strata, some of which were not fully dissolved until the Second 

World War.

So the real diff erence between postmodernism and modernism is that 

Th is interview fi rst appeared as Stuart Hall and Fredric Jameson, “Clinging to the Wreck-
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Reprinted with permission of the Democratic Left .
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postmodernism is a situation of tendentially complete modernization in 

which those older remnants have been removed.

hall: Is one sign of what you call “tendentially complete modernization” 

the penetration of many of the elements previously associated with a rather 

exclusive “high modernism” into everyday life, into popular culture, into 

consumption?

Jameson: Absolutely. I would call it the plebianization of culture: the 

way in which much larger sections of the public now consume culture on 

a regular basis and live within culture in ways that they didn’t have the oc-

casion to do before. Th at’s a crucial part of postmodernism, which under-

scores its ambiguity. One cannot object to the democratization of culture, 

but one must object to other features of it. Th ose mixed feelings have to be 

preserved in any analysis of the postmodern.

hall: You have talked about postmodernism as being more systemic. Can 

we still speak of this as a “class culture” in the old sense?

Jameson: It is really only a “class culture” in the older sense when one is 

looking at it from the outside, from the perspective of the non-West. Th en 

I think the terms we used to use, like cultural imperialism, are absolutely 

relevant, and indeed postmodernism would be a synonym for that. It is es-

sentially a North American culture which is exported and implanted by 

way of media technology and so forth. If you’re looking at it from this other 

perspective, then it’s very clearly a matter of domination at least, if not an 

immediate matter of class.

But from the inside that domination wouldn’t be so visible, partly be-

cause what’s systemic about it is not due to anybody’s agency. We don’t have 

a dominant class sitting up there and conspiring and imposing its culture 

on us any more. It’s being imposed on them too. And obviously there’s a 

certain way in which, for a lot of people, it’s not unpleasant to have post-

modernism imposed on you. It’s a very elegant thing. One cannot think of 

it in terms of older notions of ideological control and domination.

hall: You’ve talked about modernism as a response to a particular restruc-

turing, a reshaping of capital in the period of imperialism up to the Second 

World War. But it’s hard to see postmodernism as a response, because that 

suggests critical distance, the ability to refl ect back on and challenge. Mod-
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ernism contested. It shocked, it scandalized, it challenged the taste of the 

Victorian and Edwardian bourgeoisie. Now postmodernism isn’t doing that. 

It doesn’t have that refl exive critical distance from what is going on in the 

economic and political system. It seems fully integrated into the system, part 

and parcel of it. Is that the case?

Jameson: Th at’s absolutely true. Modernism, with its claims for the au-

tonomy of art and its ideology of the genius and so forth, still refl ected a 

situation in which there were certain entrepreneurial possibilities. Certain 

oppositional or critical cultural forms emerge only when the economy is 

not yet too standardized and there’s still room for both individual entrepre-

neurs and the same kinds of agents on the level of culture.

Th at’s much less the case now. Th is is a period in which there is a genu-

ine collectivization of people’s lives at either end of the economic and social 

spectrum: the great multinational corporations, on the one hand, and the 

collectivization of all the oppositional groups, on the other. So, for example, 

you no longer have that great North American notion of the “lonely rebel” 

who challenges society. Th ere aren’t any “lonely rebels” any more because 

they’re all organized in some way or another. Th ey have mailing lists, they 

have their societies of “lonely rebels.” Th at itself makes a diff erence in the 

way cultural production is felt and in the relative anonymity and systematic 

quality of this way of being secreted by the economic, rather than being 

produced in opposition to it.

hall: I think there may be an American/non-American diff erence of 

 emphasis here. You talk about these visible forms of collectivization and 

incorporation—the corporate character of postmodern culture. Whereas 

in Britain, perhaps because we’re on the periphery of it, the transition feels 

slightly diff erent. Of course, one can’t ignore the fact that the whole economic 

and cultural system is much more organized, much more managed, much 

more regulated, much more rationalized. Everybody is plugged in, at some 

level, to those forms which only the corporate culture of late capitalism can 

produce.

But, paradoxically, this seems to have produced a new form of individual-

ism. In terms of style, for instance, it seems that for the fi rst time the ordinary 

“entrepreneurial individual” can make a diff erence. Th e corporations have to 

watch him/her very carefully indeed, because in a sense they are too large and 

cumbersome to catch the fl uent rhythms of modern consumption styles. Th ey 

have to respond quickly to what’s going down on the streets.
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Jameson: You’re talking about music . . .

hall: Music and style and dress. Exactly where ordinary people, without 

necessarily knowing the name, live the postmodern. Maybe they don’t have 

much sense of what it is in the system that is creating these openings, or how 

constrained they are. Undoubtedly what is experienced, and ideologically 

constructed, as freedom may not necessarily be freedom at all. But it does 

lead to a sense of diff erence. It’s as if the era of mass production and mass 

culture has now yielded not standardization, but a proliferation of diff er-

ence, of otherness. Corporations don’t advertise to a mass public any more. 

It’s now niche advertising—addressing the subtle diff erentiation between one 

consumer public and another, exploiting cultural fragmentation.

Obviously, you need to get to a certain level of massifi cation before this 

is possible. Th is is diff erence aft er massifi cation, rather than the old style of 

nineteenth-century individualism. But it is as much this return of individu-

alism and diff erence which strikes people here about postmodernism as its 

collectivization, anonymity, and systemic quality.

Jameson: Th is is absolutely part of the changeover. But we must remem-

ber that massifi cation, “Fordism,” and the standardized products also went 

along with the individual rebel. Th at is what allowed revolt, as well as all 

of the other ideologies, such as authenticity and so forth, that we associ-

ate in a positive sense with the modern. What you describe is the way in 

which the economic system itself, in a post-Fordist way, has now become a 

machine for diff erentiation. In a way, North America was the place for this 

new moment at its purest, because there were fewer forces of tradition and 

resistance and less of a past to destroy.

Th ere’s also a linguistic problem with this concept of diff erence. Th e 

conceptualization of diff erence would not have been possible in situations 

of real diff erence. In an imperial system, where colonized peoples are re-

ally radically diff erent from their metropolitan overlords, there’s no great 

political merit in affi  rming those diff erences. Th e political, cultural concept 

of diff erence is paradoxically based on a conquest of a certain equality and 

identity among the social subgroups. It would not have been possible until 

the moment where there was less diff erence.

hall: Do you mean that the language of diff erence becomes much more 

common when we’re all operating on the same plane, even if we only do so 

very unevenly and unequally? Th e balance of forces is not the same in the so-
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called third world as it is in London or Paris or Bonn or New York. But these 

are no longer—if they ever were—separate worlds. Th ey belong within the 

same increasingly global culture.

Jameson: Yes, although it’s useful to separate the question of global dif-

ference from that of what goes on within a political entity like a nation-state, 

just for the purpose of keeping the problems separate. I’ve found it very in-

teresting that in cultural life and in the university, postmodernism emerged 

virtually simultaneously with a whole new interest in what we used to call 

third world literatures, postcolonial literatures. Th ere really is a fi t between 

those things, which have to do with a certain kind of global standardization. 

Standardization, again, is both a good and a bad thing. And it makes me 

wonder how many illusions are present in the appeal to diff erence, even 

if the logic of the system is diff erentiation, when by producing diff erence 

it is producing a new form of standardization. Indeed, the whole logic of 

postmodernism is that: a new way of seeing identity as diff erence, which we 

wouldn’t have been able to think or express very well in an older period.

hall: You said earlier that the cultural democratization which we associ-

ate with postmodernism is both positive and negative. Now you say the same 

thing about global standardization. But isn’t this exactly the problem with “a 

postmodern politics”: trying to guess whether its negatives outweigh its posi-

tives? You’ve got to take a wager on whether what is going on in the postmod-

ern is simply a dominant system producing marked diff erentiation as part of 

its own logic of domination, or whether there really has been a shift , repre-

senting the power of the marginalized or subordinated cultures and people to 

make what you called, earlier, a real diff erence. If the system is producing this 

diff erentiation as part of its own logic, then the “logic of history” in a classical 

Marxist sense is still operating, while going through one of its many epochal 

changes. On the other hand, many people—as you know—read these changes 

as representing the suspension of the “logic of history”—as the end of the 

metanarrative of classical Marxism. Are we still in the same kind of game?

Jameson: Some of the problems that I’m having in talking about this 

may come from the notion of stages, which I’m anxious to keep. But I think 

the problems also have something to do with what we call the dialectic, 

and they were present in the way Marx described capital from the very 

beginning in Th e Communist Manifesto. It is both absolutely positive and 

 absolutely negative, and to understand it, we ought to be able to think those 
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two things together, or somehow speak them together in a single sentence. 

But we can’t, so we keep waffl  ing back and forth between describing the 

positive things and then remembering the negative ones. Th e politically 

positive aspect about what you’ve been describing is the fact that subgroups 

have been able to attain a certain collective existence that they didn’t really 

have before. Th at clearly fi ts into a kind of cultural commodifi cation on 

the part of the industries that now have a new submarket and produce new 

things for it. But the crucial thing would not be those badges of cultural 

diff erence; it would be the fact of collectivity.

hall: But don’t those two things—cultural diff erence and social  solidarity—

play against one another? Look at feminism, which came forward in the name 

of some collective category—women—and of their collective experience of 

marginality and secondariness. But the women’s movement has very rapidly 

been crosscut by diff erences between one feminine experience and another, 

one category of women and another.

Exactly the same thing has happened in relation to the diasporas. At one 

period in Britain, the term black unifi ed them across their cultural diff er-

ences. But now the cultural diff erences begin to reemerge, and that makes 

black politics very complex. Our sense of agency on the Left  has always de-

pended on a sense of coming together: solidarity—not just the “lonely rebel” 

individual. But it’s exactly that sense of totality, of collective action and soli-

darity, which has been undermined by the new logic of “diff erence” which 

dominates the era of the postmodern.

Jameson: My feeling about politics, which may be an old-fashioned one, 

is that nothing fi nally happens without the reconstruction of a certain basic 

unity among groups. My own sense of this may be too pessimistic, but from 

the perspective of a politics of solidarity, culture would not be a substitute 

for politics. It would rather interfere with it. If the various subgroups invent 

powerful cultural symbols of their separateness, then it’s much harder for 

them to get back together. I am more pessimistic about a purely cultural 

politics than I would obviously like to be.

hall: But isn’t there a problem nowadays about identifying the common 

program around which those solidarities could be organized? What we’ve 

been describing is a space where a lot of active politics in society is going 

on; but there’s a discrepancy or gap between the old political parties and 

their programs, which are lodged in an earlier political and cultural space. 
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Th ose programs don’t refl ect the life experience, the cultures, and the points of 

 antagonism of the emerging social forces. And the social forces themselves are 

so divided and subdivided around diff erent projects that it’s not possible to see 

any single overarching program that could unite them. Th is is the  problem of 

hegemony in the age of the postmodern. Th ere’s also a real suspicion, among 

these new social subjects, of submerging the things that mobilize and acti-

vate them by lodging them inside some grander program that will probably 

 eventually submerge and forget all about them.

Jameson: Nobody could begin by inventing a whole program, but the 

fi rst step in any solidarity between groups is the sense that, however dif-

ferent they are and however diff erently they are victimized, they all face a 

common situation dictated by what used to be called the ruling class. It’s 

better not to call it the state anymore; I would say “the corporate” would 

be a good word for it, in the multinational and business sense, for one way 

or another the corporate is not a ruling class of the older type because of 

what’s happened to individual agency. Yet how one begins to create an alli-

ance of groups, by identifying the common enemy . . .

hall: Th e disappearance of a unifi ed agency, like “the ruling class” or “the 

state,” as the instrumentality of oppression presents its own diffi  culties. It 

requires us to produce a much richer picture of how that “corporate” force 

operates. Th ere seems to have been a randomization of what it is that makes 

people victims, a collapse of any one enemy or any one source of power, a 

multiplication of the centers of power. Th e dispersal of what used to be called 

“the enemy” into a whole system leads to the diffi  culty of putting together any 

kind of common oppositional politics.

Jameson: Th e other great stumbling block is the fact that “the corporate” 

is now at one with culture, so that to identify this agent that doesn’t seem to 

be there would really require passing through the mediation of culture itself. 

Th at for me really dramatizes what’s at stake in this whole question of post-

modernism and its critical analysis. Identifying the postmodern as a uni-

tary logic is part of the process of trying to locate this agency, which seems 

invisible and fragmented somewhere within “the corporate.” A politics that 

wanted to take on “the corporate” would, therefore, have to take on post-

modernism itself and its corporate culture. Th at’s a very complicated thing 

to do, and it’s something which oft en strikes people as being  puritanical or 

oversimplifi ed because you then seem to be repudiating all of the postmod-
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ern as a form of decadence and ruling-class culture, when it’s a much more 

ambivalent thing, with a whole lot of new things being created within it.

hall: I want to put all this in the context of what’s happening in Eastern 

Europe. You may say that 1992 is a fulfi llment of the system you’re trying to 

describe. And presumably 1989 opens the way for everybody to be netted in 

that system. Th e second world will be netted; the third world is already net-

ted; postmodern culture will be everywhere. Th ere will be a new phase of the 

cultural globalization of capital.

Th at may be to come in Eastern Europe. But what is the explosion in 

Eastern Europe itself about? It has its own local, historical specifi city and, 

within that history, there’s something paradoxical about the fact that it 

is “democratization” which seems to have given it its most powerful impetus 

to change: an idea of democracy almost lost in the West. Democracy has been 

so assimilated to liberal democracy and liberal capitalism in the West that we 

fi nd it hard to get very excited about it. It seems to keep things in place rather 

than change them very much. But in the East, they really got excited about 

democracy.

For the moment, the only way to describe the revolutions of 1989 is in 

terms of the democratization of “civil society” or some such terminology. 

So, both in postmodernism and in the explosions in Eastern Europe, some 

underlying tendency towards the “democratization of society” seems to be 

emerging. Have you had any thoughts about that in relation to the explosions 

of 1989?

Jameson: I hesitate to use the word democratization because it implies 

conquest that has not yet happened. It hasn’t happened in the West either. 

Democracy must involve more than political consultation. Th ere must be 

forms of economic democracy and popular control in other ways, some of 

them problematic, as with workers’ self-management. Th at has not been 

achieved, so it’s important to separate the democratization of culture from 

the achievement of real popular control. Th ere are some permanent politi-

cal dilemmas that don’t vanish with the surface changes. Now in the East, 

I think it’s very plausible to compare this to the revolution of 1848 in that it 

was not so much the economic that was at stake, but the national.

My other sense is that 1989 was really the result of the passage of the 

eastern countries into a whole new world system that has been becoming 

visible and organized in the past ten to fi ft een years.1 It is wrong to say 

that socialism was a failure. It was a success in those countries precisely as 
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a modernization strategy. Th ey wouldn’t have this situation without near 

completion of that modernization process that was always the driving force 

of Leninism. One can have very diff erent views as to whether that Leninist 

moment of modernization fulfi lls the spirit as Marxism in general. But a 

new stage wouldn’t be taking place unless socialism, in other words, mod-

ernization, had been successful.

In those older circumstances of the Warsaw Pact, where a group of 

countries was essentially cushioned against the world fi nancial market—

against trade and so forth—questions about effi  ciency were most oft en po-

litical questions. But the minute that global capitalism sheds the older skin 

and organizes itself in a far more powerful and systemic global way, sud-

denly, these countries and their national plan and their modes of life, which 

functioned fairly well in the old system, are radically modifi ed. Wanting to 

be part of the world market, suddenly they fi nd that their factories and their 

currency are worthless. Th e dialectic of this is that they were swept away 

partly because of their own success and partly because they’re now a com-

ponent in a much vaster system with which those relatively old-fashioned 

forms of socialism or communism are just no match.

hall: Th e analysis that you off er, both of what’s happening in the West, 

in late capitalism as you defi ne it, and of the contradictory developments in 

Eastern Europe, is very challenging, putting together many puzzling elements 

in a new way. You respond to the postmodern in a very fl exible, complex 

way. Yet underneath that is an absolutely unquestioned faith in the logic of 

classical Marxism. How do you keep these two things going simultaneously? 

Confi dence in that particular grand narrative of history has undoubtedly 

been weakened by everything that we have been describing. Th e fact that so 

many things have turned out diff erently from how that logic was projected 

at some time in the past has led many people to say we just can’t hold onto it 

any longer.

How do you manage to go on thinking new situations in a fruitful and 

novel way, while the underlying logic of your argument remains grounded in 

exactly the texts that were used to tell such a diff erent story—the revolution-

ary nature of capitalism, its dialectical quality in producing its own negation, 

the proletariat, in Th e Communist Manifesto, and the Grundrisse?

Jameson: Th at’s a question that’s obviously hard to answer on the ba-

sis of individual belief, but my answer would have to refl ect an absolute 

conviction that this is still capitalism in the classic sense. Postmodernism 
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has this odd double standard where you’re convinced that capitalism has 

triumphed: there’s the market, on the one hand, and everybody’s better off  

and everybody plays their own music, but on the other hand, we’re also 

equally convinced that there’s incredible misery in these societies, they’re 

getting worse rather than better, people are not getting more prosperous. 

And we know both things are true and also that they are incompatible.

hall: Th e social fabric has disintegrated.

Jameson: Exactly, and the new global wealth and the new global immis-

eration are true simultaneously, but somehow we can’t put them together. 

As a grand narrative, Marxism compensates for the fact that as biologi-

cal individuals, our own life spans don’t correspond to historical rhythms. 

Vaster historical movements are always astounding and unexpected, and 

yet from some large systemic perspective aft er the fact, seem plausible again 

from what we know about the way the history of capitalism works.

I’m convinced that this new postmodern global form of capitalism will 

now have a new class logic about it, but it has not yet completely emerged 

because labor has not yet reconstituted itself on a global scale, and so there 

is a crisis in what classes and class consciousness are. It’s very clear that 

agency on the Left  is not visible in its older forms, but the Marxist narrative 

assures us that some form of agency will reconstitute itself and that is the 

sense in which I still fi nd myself committed to the Marxist logic.

Note

1. For an extended discussion of the collapse of socialism in Eastern Europe, see 

Fredric Jameson, “Conversations on the New World Order,” in Aft er the Fall: Th e 

Failure of Communism and the Future of Socialism, ed. Robin Blackburn (London: 

Verso, 1991), 255–68.



Interview with Michael Speaks

speaks: You have previously suggested that with the modern it was the 

temporal that predominated the space-time confi guration and that with the 

postmodern it is now space that predominates. Could you say something 

about this as it relates to contemporary architecture, especially in light of 

your own model of the postmodern, which diff ers signifi cantly from most ar-

chitectural ones?

Jameson: It is paradoxical to talk about the spatialization of the postmod-

ern and then try to apply that specifi cally to architecture since clearly archi-

tecture was spatial all along. Th e idea was that in an older society, but one 

that’s incompletely modernized—in which you have enclaves of  diff erent 

kinds of life, agricultural life, peasant life, and so forth—the temporal dy-

namics of that society, and of the modernism that it produces, will be much 

more striking. In eff ect, it is through the experience of time that the mod-

ern is apprehended. Th e temporality of high modernist  architecture would 

be the way in which through an older city you arrive at something that 

stands for the future and that is radically disjointed from the older kind 

of city fabric. So this would explain the paradox of talking about one kind 

of architecture in a temporal way and the other in a more homogeneous, 

spatial way.

My idea on the postmodern was, fi rst and foremost, that the aesthetics 

of this period and the forms it projects have to be seen in terms of a whole 

mode of production, and not merely as a kind of style: one that has to do with 

a more complete modernization and with the elimination of those older en-

claves of historical diff erence that correspond to older kinds of  agriculture 

Th is interview fi rst appeared as Michael Speaks, “Envelopes and Enclaves: Th e Space of Post–

civil Society,” Assemblage, 17 (1990): 30–37.
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and older modes of life. As Henri Lefebvre puts it in Th e  Production of Space, 

it is the urbanization of global reality: the tendential transformation of ev-

erything into something that one has to think of as urban. For example, we 

no longer have to do with agriculture but with agribusiness; in social terms, 

categories like those of the metropolis and the provinces no longer obtain: 

theirs is a kind of standardization of everything. In all senses, a new no-

tion of homogeneous space seems to impose itself. Th e question that arises 

is thus not merely the stylistic one—although that’s quite important—but 

how a specifi c monument or building makes itself felt in a homogeneous 

urban space. In Tokyo, for example, it is very hard to see how the city could 

be reorganized or rebuilt or turned back into a classical city of the type that 

seems to be presupposed by most urban projects; it is also hard to see how 

any specifi c building would ever stand out in this kind of fabric since it is a 

bewildering, infi nite, endless series of built things, each of which is diff er-

ent from the next.1 Some principle of perception then gets lost, and the very 

vocation to do a uniquely memorable building of some sort, it seems to me, 

would also be lost. And this is obviously a paradoxical prognosis in the light 

of architects as distinguished as Isozaki, as well as the “megastructures” of 

a Kenzo Tangai. 

All this means that two kinds of ambition that were still present in the 

modern period or in the modern movement disappear into this random 

textuality. One has to do with the creation of the urban, beginning with 

Haussmann and on to Le Corbusier; the other has to do with the creation 

of the modernist building per se, Venturi’s monumental “duck” as Venturi 

likes to call it. It would seem that in this new endless textual fabric neither 

of these things has any meaning  anymore, and this is why, I suppose, one 

should think in terms rather of enclaves. Th at is, most of the interesting 

newer buildings that one might be tempted to call postmodern in one way 

or another (obviously that could mean almost anything) most of these proj-

ects seem to have turned around enclaves, such as museum complexes or 

college campuses; and, though not a third term between an isolated build-

ing and a planned city environment, they do off er provisional suspension of 

the problems that these both face now.

speaks: It seems your model of postmodernism and space displaces the 

space-versus-time debate that David Harvey refers to in Th e Condition of 

Postmodernity. Th at is, it eclipses the kind of modernist debate between, say, 

Wyndham Lewis and Henri Bergson.
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Jameson: I think that’s so. We have to keep using these two words—time 

and space—in any of these moments, but they change their relationship 

to each other. I think this could be made clear by insisting, for example, 

on the way in which mtv, and postmodern music generally, is spatial. I 

think if it’s understood how this is really part of the way space itself is pro-

grammed, then in this period we have a new way of thinking about the rela-

tionship of time and space: rather than opposing one another as an ethical 

or metaphysical dualism, they tend to cannibalize each other and produce 

distended and monstrous kinds of symbioses.

speaks: What eff ect does this have on other nonspatial forms of cultural 

production: literature, for example?

Jameson: Th ere now has to be a spatial dimension to the analysis of all 

of these things. It is, for instance, not indiff erent that television is a home 

appliance, that you look at it in certain specifi c places alone; not indiff erent 

that if literature is in crisis, this is, fi rst and foremost, because of its spatial 

emplacement in a larger sense—and this is due not merely to the emergence 

of the monopolies of the great publishing companies but also to the crisis 

in libraries and book storage and the passage to information systems. So 

while you can sit and read a book in a certain contemplative isolation from 

all of this, it would seem that for us today any formal discussion of verbal 

forms needs to refl ect that much more acute spatial situation in which their 

reception and production take place.

speaks: Recently, you linked the notion of architectural depthlessness to the 

philosophical and political problematic that you identify as the  liquidation of 

what [G. W. F.] Hegel called civil society. Th is new spatial organization is 

marked most dramatically by the disappearance of the public/private distinc-

tion that you see presaged in the recent work of the architect Rem Koolhaas, 

in Blade Runner, and in the amorphous sprawl of  Tokyo.

Jameson: What I have been struck with in the work of Koolhaas is the 

way it builds an enormous envelope for all kinds of unprogrammed but dif-

ferentiated activities. If you follow Niklas Luhmann’s idea that modernity 

is characterized by diff erentiation, and if you suppose that there are pla-

teaus in the rhythm of this diff erentiation, as I do—in other words, that the 

diff erentiation of a postmodern global information society is going to be 
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quite diff erent from the diff erentiation of an older, “modern” society—then 

I think one can read one feature of Koolhaas’s work as an exemplifi cation 

of this. But the originality of Koolhaas (as theoretician and architect alike) 

is that his work does not simply glorify diff erentiation in the conventional 

pluralist ideological way: rather, he insists on the relationship between 

this randomness and freedom and the presence of some rigid, inhuman, 

 nondiff erential form that enables the diff erentiation of what goes on around 

it (in Delirious New York, within the building, the elevator, and within the 

urban context itself, the Manhattan grid). Koolhaas off ers the picture of the 

imposition on the diff erential of a rigid, and if I may say so, contingent or 

meaningless structural form, a form that, like the elevator, has no internal 

meaning of its own, but whose function is to allow this improvisation and 

diff erentiation to go on outside of itself and around itself. Th us the free 

spaces are enabled by the rigidity of the framework. It is almost a politi-

cal paradigm in the sense that the combination of formal requirements of 

a certain order without content permits all kinds of forms of freedom or 

disorder within the interstices.

I think that what’s brilliant about Koolhaas’s work is not only the ob-

viously very striking nature of the buildings themselves but also the way 

in which the work off ers an interesting paradigm for other levels of social 

life, not only for other arts but also the political or even the ethical, and 

the psychoanalytical. I don’t mean that one should endorse this program 

and draw a politics or an ethics from the success of these buildings, but it 

is very interesting that they do project the combination of law and freedom 

that seems to be characteristic of the present time. In other words, as an 

ideal, this interesting combination is very diff erent from the authoritarian-

ism of an older corporate or planned society, whether that’s conceived of 

from the Left  or from the Right, and as it might be seen to be embodied in 

the International Style or in the work of Frank Lloyd Wright. But it is also 

very diff erent from the fantasies of an anarchism that wants to dissolve all 

structures and create spaces for a free play that would reinvent its structures 

at every occasion or at every moment. I think Koolhaas’s projects off er free 

play only on the condition of this rigid and meaningless internal structure, 

and so whatever else this is, it’s a very striking solution to the contemporary 

intellectual problem that seems to be a reaction against an older authoritar-

ianism and, nowadays, against an older anarchist libertarianism as well.

speaks: I know that you have recently visited and viewed some of the work 

of Arata Isozaki in Japan. Do Isozaki’s buildings, or does Tokyo in general, 
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presage a future-present towards which, as some commentators have sug-

gested, the West is moving? Or does the work of Koolhaas, Isozaki, and Port-

man, for that matter, each form a kind of nodal point in an immanent force 

fi eld that has sloughed off  the old linear constraints?

Jameson: Th e fi rst point to understand is that (and not only in my view, 

but as I understand it in Koolhaas’s as well) one can’t discuss either Europe 

or Japan without talking about the United States, which is the real form of 

the future: what Koolhaas has called in a striking phrase, “the culture of 

congestion,” a “culture” that fi gures a very diff erent way of living space and 

law and order than anything preconfi gured in the older Europe or in Japan. 

What I think has to be understood about the Japanese city is that it requires 

enormous discipline on the part of its subjects to exist in this enormous 

agglomeration, and this obviously diff erentiates Japan very sharply from 

the United States. Th at is to say, these are inner-directed people with a very 

keen interiorized sense of control and convention. Th us if  Tokyo represents 

some future, the Japanese character would, on the contrary, seem to rep-

resent some past that the other-directed, or consumerist, moment of the 

United States has left  far behind, in terms of both the work ethic and the 

relationship to law and convention. So one can’t immediately project all of 

Japan into our own future since it seems clear to me that we are not going 

back to “inner- directedness.” 2 Now in the case of Europe, I would think 

what Koolhaas seems to be implying, and maybe one can distantly imply 

the same thing about Japan, is that the new Europe—in which all of these 

nation-states come together, unifi ed not merely by currency and presum-

ably in the future also by political institutions but as well by the increasing 

rapidity of communication, crossing over of borders, and so on—that this 

Europe will tendentially approach something like American congestion, 

both in the characterological nature of its citizens, who seem to feel freer 

when they cross a language border than they do within their mostly rather 

rigid internal social traditions, but also in the very mingling of all of these 

diff erent national traditions, which will tend to break them down on the 

American model.

As for Japan, this is clearly less likely to happen, though people have 

muttered dire predictions about what a Japan would be like aft er this fl ood 

of consumerism and aft er the end of their “Protestant ethic,” and potentially 

even aft er the end of the emperor system. So I would say that Koolhaas’s 

work at least tries socially as well as spatially to address this kind of future. 

Isozaki is not at all like this; I wouldn’t see him as a comparable fi gure. I am 
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obviously not terribly well placed to judge Isozaki’s role in Japan, except that 

he is a very eminent and remarkable artistic fi gure there, and surely one of 

the world’s greatest architects as well. But the buildings I’ve seen of his that 

I fi nd interesting are, in essence, extremely elegant enclave structures, such 

as the Mito Art Tower, in which the problems of congestion that Koolhaas 

deals with are not, as far as I can see, at issue. And, in fact, I guess I have not 

seen any buildings by Isozaki within Tokyo itself, so I don’t know how his 

work addresses the problem of a future city like that, if indeed it does.

speaks: Given this new model of the space of post-civil society that you 

have been developing, could you draw a comparison between the kind of 

space you analyzed in the Bonaventure Hotel in Los Angeles and the space of 

these Koolhaas projects and buildings?

Jameson: Yes, I think that’s an interesting comparison, and it’s quite 

right to juxtapose these things and try to fi gure out their diff erence. I think 

the essence of what I am trying to get at by this end of civil society is clearly 

at issue here somehow. Th e point is that the hotel is still private property. 

We might enter it to mill around as a crowd, but we’re still within the au-

thority of private property. Th erefore it’s a strange kind of mixture—a pri-

vate space used for some form of public deployment of the private. Now the 

crucial thing about the end of civil society is that what used to be public is 

reprivatized, what used to be spaces or places marked by government and 

therefore by the public somehow revert to faceless forms of private control. 

So that some new kind of thing comes into being that is neither the place of 

one’s private life nor the monumentalization of collective powers. Th is may 

be related to (but I think it’s somewhat diff erent from) Hannah Arendt’s 

notion that the public in our time was being reprivatized in the sense in 

which politics became personalized and people were more interested in the 

personalities of political fi gures than in their programs. Hers was a psycho-

logical diagnosis, whereas in my view the development has much more to 

do with mutations in the very juridical forms of property, so that new enti-

ties emerge that are not covered by the previous categories.

Now the crucial thing about Koolhaas, in particular, the project for the 

Zeebrugge Maritime Terminal, is that it is an interspace between all of these 

countries that are streaming in to merge into others. As the crossing point 

or arrival point for the Channel ferry boats, the terminal is therefore public 

in a new way, and yet somehow outside of the public spaces of any of the 

nation-states involved. It is as though Koolhaas, observing the new “cul-



With Michael speaks 129

ture of congestion” by way of the rapid mixture of these populations that 

are streaming through, somehow also off ers a machine for producing this 

culture in a Europe that never knew it before. Th is somehow seems to me 

much more interesting in terms of future historical development, in terms 

of things that will happen in these categories of public or private, than the 

Bonaventure, which is a far more conventional building with its hotel police 

force and predictable categories of behavior. Th e Bonaventure could stand 

as a symptom of these developments in the strong sense; Koolhaas’s work 

constitutes a strong formal and cultural reaction: an attempt both to reg-

ister these developments and in some way to make a statement about them 

and potentially to appropriate them.

speaks: Earlier you mentioned that Koolhaas’s projects, especially the Zee-

brugge Maritime Terminal, could be considered as a kind of envelope. Th ere 

is thus an inside and an outside. With Tokyo, it would seem that there is no 

inside and outside: there is an inside without an outside. But this could also 

be true of Koolhaas. Could Isozaki, as one expression of the Japanese scene, 

be described as a more global architect than Koolhaas? Given your suggestion 

about Koolhaas’s projects as envelopes, it would seem so.

Jameson: It’s very important to make clear that although we use the words 

for this business of inside and outside, what’s novel about the new situation 

is that the opposition no longer maintains. Th at is, as you say quite rightly, 

it’s an inside that has no outside, even though a word like envelope seems 

to suggest this. And that’s why in a way the Zeebrugge terminal and all of  

Tokyo are comparable. Th ese are macrocosms. Th ey are defi nitely felt to 

be insides. Th e notion of an inside hasn’t disappeared; it’s been reinforced. 

But the other thing that this seems to imply—and indeed Koolhaas talks 

about this himself when he says that now, at this scale, the externals of the 

building are so far from anything that goes on, on the inside, as to render 

old-fashioned and meaningless attempts to correlate the two—is that this 

all has to be understood on the enormous scale of the urban totality, just as 

much as on that of the building.

Now, as I’ve said, I don’t quite agree about Isozaki in that I think that the 

institution of the enclave, whether it’s Disney or the Mito Art Tower, allows 

you to do some things that you cannot do in this absolute correspondence 

of macrocosms, whether it’s the city as a whole or the Zeebrugge terminal. 

It seems to me that we are in another dimension and dealing with another 

genre: we shouldn’t use the same word architecture to subsume both things 
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because they are working at completely diff erent levels. Th e outsides of Iso-

zaki’s buildings are very splendid expressions of the spirit of the insides, so 

we have a kind of diff erent architectural dynamic there from what’s going 

on in the others. Th e diff erence may be that Isozaki’s work corresponds 

much more to the space that corporate society opens up for building: these 

enclaves are essentially the spaces of corporate contracts. Whereas when 

we talk about either the project for the Bibliothéque de France or the Zee-

brugge Maritime Terminal, I think that we are no longer at the level of 

the corporate, but seemingly not at the level of the old- fashioned state ei-

ther—for these two are not simply downtown state or city offi  ce buildings 

or monuments, but something else.

What interests me about your question is something that is not, I think, 

specifi c to architecture, but that I would call the dynamics of genre or ge-

neric criticism—the way in which the objective situation gives rise to spe-

cifi c genres as it blocks out others. I think that’s at least a part of what is 

at stake here in the way in which the possibility of very diff erent kinds of 

buildings and of building itself as an activity is given by the situation and 

by the structure of corporate global power.

speaks: One of the languages you have used to describe Koolhaas’s recent 

work is that of “dirty realism.”  3 As you note, you borrow this term from Li-

ane Lefaivre’s own borrowing of the term from Bill Buford’s account of the 

American short story. Could you distinguish between Buford’s, Lefaivre’s, 

and your own use of this term, and distinguish these from critical regional-

ism, which also bears a strong relationship to all three?

Jameson: If one looks at the original text that Lefaivre quotes, which 

has to do with the newer American short story, one can see that there is, 

in fact, a very strong regionalist impulse in Buford’s original description, 

and it amounts in his description of these writers to the spread of stan-

dardization to the suburbs and the countryside and the combination of the 

remains of an older nature with things we used to think of as urban. Th is 

isn’t, I think, quite the resonance it has when transferred to architecture, 

and pretty clearly both Koolhaas and Blade Runner no longer have any of 

this regional spirit and thus would express the strong forms of some anony-

mous contemporary or future urbanization rather than the residual forms 

of a kind of combination of country and city that one might still get in parts 

of the formerly provincial United States. So there’s been a slippage in the 

very use of this term. Now, I use dirty realism as part of a larger combina-
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tion scheme that seems to make some sense in dealing with the varieties 

of recent architecture, which seemed more and more diffi  cult to fi t under 

the notion of the postmodern, if only because the temptation to think of 

the postmodern as a style is so strong (in the restricted sense in which one 

might think of Charles Moore or Michael Graves as the preeminent practi-

tioners). Th is restricted style is only one of many recent forms of architec-

tural production. It seems to me that what emerged was a sense that this was 

not (as apologists for postmodernity have oft en liked to say) a wide-open 

pluralism in which anything and everything goes, but rather a produc-

tion itself  internally limited by a certain number of problems as well as 

features.

Th is understood, perhaps one could then begin to map out what I 

have called the “constraints of the postmodern,” that is, the way in which 

a system is nonetheless at work behind this recent architectural produc-

tion. I’ve tried to do this by superimposing two axes along which it seems 

 contemporary architecture continues to defi ne itself against the older past of 

the high modern. One of these axes turns on the matter of totality versus its 

parts, elements, or constituent signifi ers. Th e other one turns on the matter 

of the new and the repetitive, or innovation and replication, on the supreme 

value of the modern to produce a radically new art and a radically new 

space as opposed to the ways in which contemporary, postmodern work, 

in the larger sense of the word, has tended to revel in pastiche and the re-

turn of all kinds of older languages with which it can then play. Th ese four 

terms (totality/parts, innovation/replication) give us a certain number of 

combinations that seem to me to make some sense. We haven’t mentioned 

Eisenman yet, or so-called deconstructionism, which, insofar as it has a 

kind of deep aesthetic impulse towards an almost Mallarméan purity, still 

embodies a notion of innovation that is combined with a commitment to 

the permutation or combination of parts or layers or whatever.

One can thus see a more central or characteristic form of postmodernism 

as involving an abandonment of innovation, a consent to replication, and a 

return to all kinds of dead traditions and its combination with parts or ele-

ments or signifi ers. Th is suggests that memory of past architecture that seems 

to fl oat across the surface of the work of architects like Graves and Moore. 

Clearly, the strong combination here is the modernist ideal of innovation and 

totality. But then, in my view, dirty realism, Koolhaas, if you prefer, emerges 

as the term in which there is a certain consent to replication—at least the way 

in which the individual microcosm replicates the macrocosm—but, at the 

same time, there is a will towards totality, towards all-inclusiveness. And 
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this form of “dirty realism,” it seems to me, which wants to include all of this 

“culture of congestion” within itself, is a distinct form from the other three. 

Now, should one then go on talking about the postmodern in these terms. 

It’s very clear from Koolhaas’s own statements that he is quite willing to re-

pudiate this term and this idea. On the other hand, if one is interested in all of 

this architectural production as a set of symptoms for the age and in fi nding 

out what is distinct, specifi c, and diff erent about our own historical moment, 

then one has to, at least initially, put them all side by side and see how they 

correspond to some new and original situation that we all face.

speaks: In the 1988 moma exhibition, Koolhaas and oma were included 

under the “deconstructivist” rubric. What does replication off er that the de-

con solution does not? It would seem to have something to do with architec-

tural realism and representation.

Jameson: Yes, I think that comes back to the role that the term totality 

plays here. I’m not sure I’d be happy with using the term realism for any of 

this. But if we talk about mimesis, at least we can see some fundamental 

diff erences in the sense that Learning from Las Vegas involves the mimesis 

of a part of a total urban fabric, whereas Koolhaas’s buildings seem to wish 

to stand as a mimesis of the whole macrocosm itself. I think that’s why these 

buildings, as I suggested before, can carry certain kinds of political mes-

sages, or can include, if you like, political and social models, because they 

do have the ambition to grapple with the totality of the social itself.

speaks: At the end of your 1985 essay on Manfredo Tafuri’s Architecture 

and Utopia, in which you reject Tafuri’s pessimism and Venturi’s giddiness, 

you suggest that perhaps there is something to be said for a properly Gram-

scian architecture. Is this still true today?

Jameson: Well, I guess the problem with Gramscian architecture today 

is that, at least in the way I was describing it, it implies that one can fi nd 

spaces outside of the world system, and, in that sense, the paper architec-

ture that you mentioned fatefully refl ects both the attempt and the impos-

sibility of doing this. Th at is, if it’s only in imaginary space that one can 

project some alternative, then this says something about real space and real 

possibilities. Given the force of the world system today, it becomes harder 

and harder to imagine this alternative or utopian space concretely. Th e var-

ious enclaves that one can imagine (we spoke, for example, of the enormous 
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power that the enclaves give to Isozaki’s architecture) are part of the sys-

tem, and in this they are corporate. It seems much harder today to imagine 

economic units being able to withdraw from this world system or to sustain 

an independence separate from it, and to this degree, this optimistic Gram-

scian strategy seems increasingly problematic. Another form it took was, of 

course, the notion of critical regionalism. I fear that while it is important 

to keep this alive as a value and a possibility, here, too, the very nature of 

the development of the world system has unexpectedly appropriated the re-

gion—since now the autonomous languages of separate cultures are them-

selves the very tourist mechanisms by which the world system reproduces 

itself and spreads its form of economic standardization. So it’s unclear even 

now whether the fi ght for stylistic autonomy in these various regions is re-

ally a struggle about autonomy or, in fact, a kind of pluralism that the sys-

tem itself, in its forms of postmodern marketing and international export, 

the tourist business, and so forth, can not only perfectly well accommodate 

but indeed do so with enthusiasm.

speaks: You remarked in a previous interview that your call for Gram-

scian architecture had less to with an architectural practice per se and more 

to do with, as you said, “recognizing the locus of a new reality and that the 

cultural politics by which it must be confronted is that of space.” Does archi-

tecture play a role in developing the idea that politics is now spatial?

Jameson: Yes, I think that’s right, but, paradoxically, it returns to Ta-

furi’s own position, which is that you cannot have an ideological critique 

of buildings because the critiques are just what the system has to pro-

duce. Ideological critique operates on the level of the theory of the build-

ings and on the manifestos and on the constraints of these things in the 

realm of analysis and of thought and of programs. One very important 

new possibility that all of this has added to cultural and political criticism 

is that everything about the discussion of architecture itself is now political; 

and also that political discussion somehow seems quite impossible without 

reference to architecture, that is, to space generally, to the way the urban 

is organized, to the way geopolitics is organized. Th is is the new spatial 

dimension of things. So I guess one could say, going back to the very fi rst 

question, that what is spatial about the postmodern is that theories about 

this current situation, whether they have to do with its culture or its poli-

tics, must now pass through the code of the spatial in order to match their 

object of analysis.
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Notes

1. For fuller discussions of this problematic, see Fredric Jameson, Th e Seeds 

of  Time, 145–59; Fredric Jameson, Th e Cultural Turn, 136–89. See also, Fredric 

Jameson, “Tadao Ando and the Enclosure of Modernism,” Architecture New York 

6 (1994): 28–33. 

2. A term proposed by David Riesman in Th e Lonely Crowd.

3. See Th e Seeds of  Time, 145–50.



Interview with Horacio Machín

machín: Taking into account the broad sense that you assign to the con-

cept of postmodernism as an extensive cultural manifestation, what is its link 

to the concept of mode of production?

Jameson: Th e necessity of insisting upon the concept of mode of produc-

tion and its connection with cultural concepts is that without it, we fall 

back upon either intellectual history or some form of anthropology, or of 

the history of culture and civilization. Th at is to say, there have been a series 

of changes in history, in the sciences, in artistic styles, but unless these are 

tied to a rigorous concept of transformation in the social structure, then 

what we have is simply a kind of typology where things happen without 

any particular logic, or a kind of anthropology or history of civilizations 

in which general categories like Western Civilization or Baroque are de-

ployed. Both approaches seem to me to make for idealist history, and they 

don’t represent the advances of modern historiography.

Finally, for me, a concept of postmodernism—seen as a rather inten-

sive change, not simply cultural, but in terms of social practices and even 

economics—can’t be appropriately constructed or explained unless it is 

somehow connected to modifi cations in the mode of production itself.

Now, the critical problem here is that we have various contradictory 

versions of these changes. I would say that these theories of something 

like the postmodern fi rst became evident from the Right rather than the 

Left . Th e notion of the “end of ideology” from the 1950s, as it was proposed 

by liberal political scientists and the right wing, meant for them—in the 

 period of Eisenhower—the end of Marxism as the principle ideology and 

Th is interview fi rst appeared in Spanish (translated by Santiago Colás) in Nuevo texto critico 

4:7 (1991): 3–18. Although it was conducted in English, it has never been published in that 

language. Unfortunately the original typescript of the English version could not be located, 

so it had to be retranslated back into English.
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vision of change. But it also anticipated in some ways some characteristics 

of the postmodern, notably the way in which abstract thinking, ideology, 

and value, et cetera, have disappeared—into what Adorno denounced as 

positivism—that is to say, the eclipse of the transcendental characteristics 

of thought. So, these right-wing ideologues seem to have anticipated some-

thing of this development in a period in which it still didn’t exist, but obvi-

ously they used it for their own political purposes.

Later, Daniel Bell elaborated upon all of this in a complete theory of 

what he called “postindustrial society,” for he understood perfectly, as a 

former Trotskyist, that if one is going to talk about a change at the founda-

tion of modes of thought and culture, it is idealistic to hypothesize it un-

less one postulates a theory of radical social change. But in this case, the 

radical social change was the end of capitalism itself and the emergence of 

some new thing he called postindustrial society—presumably based on a 

primacy of science and technology that would be driven by the technocrats 

and the scientists. Now, it seems to me that this is not the theory one wants 

either, but it certainly is the example that one has to follow. If, in other 

words, one wants to theorize intellectual and cultural change in modern 

society, then it is necessary to connect it in some way to a modifi cation in 

the mode of production. Now, in more traditional Marxism there already 

existed the conception of two stages of capitalism: Marx himself developed 

one of them, although in eff ect, he was simply describing the tendencies of 

the  system itself; and Lenin, in his pamphlet on imperialism, theorized a 

second moment, around the period of monopoly and the imperialist system 

of the 1890s, which he related to each other. One could say that, in fact, ac-

cording to a classic Leninism, capitalism was restructured in this second 

moment.

Aft er this, the Marxist tradition seems to have pronounced its own “end 

of history,” and the Marxists have generally been unwilling to admit that 

there could be something like a third stage of capitalism because the sec-

ond, according to Lenin, was presumed to be the “highest” and the last. 

It was disconcerting to have to produce a third. But aft er World War ii, 

specifi cally with society’s development of new cybernetic means of com-

munication, and with the disintegration of the old imperialist system of 

nation-states laid in place during the Berlin Conference of 1885, and with 

decolonization everywhere, one is confronted with a new set of facts and 

features that need to be examined, an impression powerfully reinforced 

when we begin to see the changes in daily life and practices of the 1960s 

and 1970s. So all of these things suggest, then, that on one hand, a series of 
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profound cultural modifi cations are taking place, and on the other hand, 

that it might be desirable to theorize perhaps a third moment of capitalism. 

Th erefore, when people start to think in terms of naming the new cultural 

entity, and when the word postmodernism begins to come into currency, it 

seemed logical and acceptable to link it not to a new mode of production 

(because this is not socialism, it’s not some new form of oriental despotism 

or federalism, it is still very much capitalism), but to a third stage of capital-

ism which is derived infrastructurally from the other two and yet super-

structurally and culturally diff erent from them.

Now this notion of stages—it’s not mine, of course, but derived from 

Ernest Mandel’s book Late Capitalism, which in some languages translates 

precisely as Th e Th ird Stage of Capitalism—can ultimately be traced back 

to the Marx of the Grundrisse. He there posits the need for capitalism to 

set boundaries it can then transcend and negate, and replace them with 

vaster ones. (Th e rate of profi t falls, the exploitation of labor is no longer so 

productive, the market is saturated, and so forth.) But what happens in such 

a crisis of limits is that a new series of technological innovations is pressed 

into the service of an enlarged capitalism, and the process is able to begin 

all over again, so that each moment of capitalism can be identifi ed by new 

productive technology, as well as by expansion. Th is would seem to be pre-

cisely what is happening when the national moment of capitalism described 

by Marx in the fi rst stage expands on a global scale with classical imperial-

ism and the system of the various metropolises and their colonial systems. 

At the end of World War II this system is exhausted, but a completely new 

technology emerges—according to Mandel, cybernetics, computer science, 

and atomic energy—which allows for the possibility of a complete restruc-

turing of the earlier one and its enlargement into a much vaster and now 

even global scale of integration and economic organization. Th is is, then, 

what we might call the multinational stage. So it seems to me that this no-

tion of the stages of capitalism is present in Marx, in the Grundrisse, and 

that it permits us to frame a hypothesis with respect to transformations 

in culture, understanding it in a broader sense, from the structure of the 

psyche, the practices of everyday life, the role of culture in society, to art 

forms, theories of philosophy, and so on.

So, those would be the connections I would like to make; and it seems 

that much of our postmodernity, the schizophrenic aspects of its temporal-

ity, the decentering of the subject, the enormous expansion of culture, the 

predominance of images in our new systems of information and publicity, 

et cetera—much of this can be tied to just such a notion of a third stage.
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machín: Postmodernism alludes to a new articulation between politics 

and culture, to a displacement of politics towards culture. Is this about a new 

form of Marxism or of post-Marxism?

Jameson: For me it seems that—whether or not it is a new form of Marx-

ism (I don’t think that Mandel was particularly unorthodox, and I don’t 

think that I am either)—what is required is not necessarily a rewriting of all 

these new cultural phenomena in terms of the old categories, but rather rec-

ognition that those categories themselves were historical. Th ere was a Marx-

ism that corresponded to the classic period of the Second  International. 

Th ere was a Marxism that is now referred to as Western Marxism that cor-

responded to modernism and to the imperialist stage, and I think that now 

we need a Marxism for the new or third stage. But this seems to me per-

fectly consistent with Marx; Mandel shows that the third stage of capitalism 

is not a deviation from the original concept of capital that Marx off ered in 

his incomplete version: rather, it is a purer stage of capitalism than what 

Marx described. So, I see part of the function of my work as an eff ort to 

show the way in which there is a much more profound correspondence be-

tween classical Marxist theory and the newer things happening today in our 

culture.

machín: With respect to a possibly negative characterization, postmodern-

ism as a cultural phenomenon also holds the possibility of a positive charac-

terization: one of historic reconstruction. Or, if you prefer, a historical vision 

and dialectic that attempts to capture the present as history. What interest 

do you have in the possibility of this kind of periodization of a new stage, and 

how would this relate to the tracing of cognitive mapping?

Jameson: I don’t think that it would be so much an issue of the end of his-

tory in the sense of Fukuyama as much as a reconstruction of history or a 

new kind of history that takes into account global urban planning and spa-

tialization. I believe that this question is related to the fi rst one since it high-

lights the importance of the notion of the mode of production. With the 

concept of mode of production, one retains a sense of historical change, but 

a nonlinear one: although, since you mentioned evolution, I think that one 

has to say that nowadays there is a revival of evolutionary thought, and a 

renewed study of Darwin, from Stephen Jay Gould and others (which might 

do for Darwin what Althusser tried to do for Marx, or Lacan for Freud), so 
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that I’m not sure it would be appropriate to use Darwin as a scapegoat for 

this type of thought since it turns out that not even Darwin was “linear.”

In any case, the notion of the mode of production continues to provide 

a vision of history. Th at is to say, it posits the possibility of the transforma-

tion of one mode of production into another, and that is the fundamental 

form of revolutionary change in history. Consequently, I think that when 

we talk about the end of history, what we are talking about is the diffi  culty 

many people have to imagine another social system beyond this one. Th e 

Utopian vision of things no longer works, whereas in the 1960s there was 

still a strong sense of alternative societies very diff erent from the Soviet 

model. Th e irony is that the entire Left  that rejected the Soviet model now 

fi nds itself, with the failure of the Soviet model, to be incapable of conceiv-

ing or imagining something beyond it.

Yet one can recover the possibility of trying to imagine new stages of 

history by thinking of this possibility of its absence as being itself a histori-

cal phenomenon. At the very least, then, the operative part of my theory 

of postmodernism lies in insisting upon the nature of this as a stage aft er 

which other stages can follow that are not necessarily socialism either. But 

if one thinks about this as a stage in progress, reaching its limits, experienc-

ing crisis and contradictions, followed by a diff erent structure, then I think 

that one retains a historical perspective. On the grand récit of J.-F. Lyotard, I 

don’t think anymore—although I’ve also used the term—that Marx’s series 

of modes of production are really a récit in a narrative sense. I think that 

the latter is a historical axiom and a series of abstract terms and a combina-

tion scheme, but narrative takes place either within each one or around the 

strange moment of transition between them.

And it has always seemed to me that just as in the Freudian vision there 

is always this unconscious narrative at work without your knowing it, in 

this or that primordial fantasy—so also on the level of history the most 

profound thing that we think without knowing it is perhaps precisely this 

mystery of transitions in general. It’s very clear in the Foucault of  Th e Or-

der of  Th ings where one has these cataclysmic ruptures conveyed in a geo-

logic, seismological, and catastrophic language, as if the human mind, in 

some Kantian way, encounters something inconceivable in such system-

atic change. For if we necessarily think from within a system, it is hard to 

see how we can imagine another one. So this is a very profound mystery 

that is also examined in the Marxist tradition, in the so-called problem of 

transition, above all that from feudalism to capitalism. It’s there that one 
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would want to think about Marxist notions of narrative and about histori-

cal  narrative as such. I therefore see a theory of postmodernism, on the 

contrary, as a way of reinventing a notion of history on a larger scale, rather 

than surrender to postmodern theories about the end of history. We might 

say it this way, that a theory of postmodernity need not be postmodern ex-

actly: that is, at any rate, the distinction upon which I want to insist here.

machín: In the context of the previous question, what role is played by the 

notion of representation?

Jameson: Now, what it is crucial to say fi rst about representation is that 

the term can clearly mean many things. It can mean the possibility of think-

ing history fi nitely, and if we want to talk more about this—and I think we 

will in another of your questions—then we should return to the question 

of the Utopian impulse, which is indeed implicit in the representation of 

history.

Th en I see two other things in which the notion of representation is 

crucial. One has to do with the reproduction of society through representa-

tions—that is to say, the issue of the society of the spectacle, or the society of 

the image, or the communicational or informational society. Here, repre-

sentation is signifi cant in another sense in that, far from being impossible, 

it is everywhere—we are drowning in representations. Th ere is a tremen-

dous comment that Hegel makes about thought: speaking about the begin-

nings of modern philosophy, he observes that the diff erence between us and 

the Greeks is that while the Greeks didn’t inherit abstraction, and therefore 

had to conquer the abstract laboriously through empirical and perceptual 

means, we moderns, on the contrary, are drowning in the abstract, and 

because of this we need to rise from the abstract (as Marx puts it) in order 

to reach the concrete—this would then be a dialectical way of treating the 

abstract without returning to pensée sauvage.

We encounter something analogous in the realm of representation. 

We are in eff ect drowning in images and representations. Th ere are vari-

ous ways to break away from representations. Baudrillard talks about one, 

which Susan Sontag also endorses—focusing on the Chinese revolution as 

she saw it in those days of the 1960s and 1970s, during the Cultural Revolu-

tion, and thinking about a revolutionary Puritanism—when she suggests 

that one way of breaking away from images would be the famous remedy of 

a diet cure of images, an ecology of images, reducing them, attempting to 

make a world in which fewer ads or fewer images assaulted us. But it seems 



With horacio machín 141

to me that hers is a nostalgic and regressive approach. We need to go further 

than this and fi nd a new way to live with images that is not what people had 

to envision fi ft y or seventy-fi ve years ago, when society was much poorer in 

terms of images and representations.

So, one way of speaking about the postmodern would be as a new situa-

tion in which we have to adapt to the bombardment of images in ways that 

the modernists didn’t need to confront, let alone the even older modern-

isms of a Kant or a Descartes.

Finally I would like to talk about representation precisely in terms of 

modernism and postmodernism, in a more narrow literary sense. It’s cru-

cial to make a distinction here: we’ve characterized the postmodern as a 

crisis in representation, but another look at modernism suggests modern-

ism was also characterized by a profound crisis in representation. Th e simi-

larities are suffi  ciently plausible to make us go beyond this explanation, and 

here is where I think that one has to link the notion of representation with 

the idea of totality. Because what we are talking about, I believe, when we 

use the term representation in its elevated, theoretical sense, is in eff ect the 

representation of totality. Th e realist period, in a period of national capital-

ism, and of relatively small cities and consequently less complexity, people 

were capable of having a vision of the way in which social order was orga-

nized. Indeed, in going back to precapitalism, one remembers Malinowski’s 

famous question about their kinship system to a native of New Guinea. “Just 

a minute,” the informant responded, “it’s very complicated, let me show 

you,” and he took out a stick and traced the complete system of kinship 

of his tribe on the sand of the beach. Th is is genuine cognitive mapping, 

producing an image of the totality of the social as it is linked to the very 

cosmos.

In the realist period, people continued thinking that they knew what a 

nation-state was, what a collectivity was, who the enemy was, who was on 

top and underneath in social classes, et cetera, and therefore that the issue 

of representation of a social totality was a problem that could be solved. 

But in the imperialist period the problem suddenly gets more complicated. 

Th is is the moment in which society extends beyond its national borders 

and the inside now includes parts of the outside like the colonies. In that 

moment, it seems to me, it’s much more diffi  cult for the subjects of an impe-

rialist metropolis to understand these others that determine, and in a sense 

defi ne, them. Th is is why I wanted to connect a theory of modernism, of 

classic modernism, with a theory of imperialism, because it seemed to me 

it is the break of imperialism that then explains the crucial characteristic of 
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modernism that is the fi rst crisis in the possibility of representing a social 

totality.1

Th e concept of such a crisis is then a useful interpreting tool for the mod-

ernist period because although the great modernists didn’t understand that 

it couldn’t be resolved, they tried to do so, resulting in projects like Joyce’s 

Ulysses. Th e premise of all modernism is that language cannot express these 

things—that fi nally the human psyche is too complicated, you can’t trace 

the map of society, you can’t position yourself outside of an individual life 

and look down at totality from above—and yet this is exactly what Joyce 

tries to do. Th is is, then, a necessary failure, but it is a failure whose authen-

ticity is guaranteed by the urgency of the impossible attempt to represent 

this totality. I believe there is already a beginning of this in Lukács’s Th eory 

of the Novel. But all the great modernist achievements, it seems—whether 

in music, architecture, and all the rest—revolve around this desperate at-

tempt to skip over the impossibility of representation, and to represent ev-

erything in a way that would end in outright representation.

Th at is the connection between the crisis in representation of total-

ity and the modern. Now, as I’ve said, this crisis is a desperate matter for 

the modernist artist, in which he invests all of his existence and passion. 

But what happens in the postmodern, and the lesson they have learned 

from the modernists, is precisely that, that the representation of totality 

is impossible. In that case, it’s no longer necessary either, and I think that 

 postmodern art doesn’t even try to be monumental in this way; it can live 

with the impossibility of representation because the totality is out of sight 

for good; we don’t need to represent it. So there is slackness in the post-

modern that comes precisely from this abandonment of the eff ort to rep-

resent the social totality. Meanwhile, one has to be dialectical about this 

and say that the totality has itself changed. In the fi rst or national period, 

you have a  nation-state with one classic capital city. In the second (impe-

rialist) period, there is a group of metropolitan centers, with their colo-

nial systems, with their rivalries between themselves. But this is a series of 

constellations that can still be conceptualized. Now, suddenly all that has 

exploded—we have the entire postmodern globe that no longer has centers 

of power. Imagine trying to think about a multinational corporation along-

side the British Empire. Th e British Empire continues to be a vast and mon-

umental thing, somehow visible; while the multinational is like the core 

of your computer: it’s everything, but one can’t grasp it, in a representa-

tional way.

Th at also, then, explains the quantum leap from the problem of the 
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representation of totality in the modern age, and also the reason for be-

ing of postmodern art, which for the most part, along with postmodern 

philosophy and the theory that drives it, has renounced the attempt to do 

this thing that is now understood as futile. One can talk about the great 

modern Hegelian and post-Hegelian attempts to construct a system, and 

I don’t see how not to include Heidegger as the last of these along with 

Sartre and the existentialists; Adorno, in his aesthetic and philosophy is, 

then, the last ultimate modernist witness of the impossibility of the mod-

ern. It is not a matter of saying that the postmodern is bad; but rather that 

this is the period that we are in and that we have to work with, and that 

the new problems that we are confronting are not the same as those admi-

rable dilemmas the modernists faced. Modernism was a very great thing; I 

think that it was a cultural moment as glorious as the Tang Dynasty, or the 

 Athens of the sixth century, but it has disappeared, and it can’t return.

machín: Your conception of ideology introduces modifi cations with respect 

to more classic positions, and particularly with respect to the Althusserian, 

which is recognized as tributary. What gains does this achieve relative to the 

state of theoretical discourse, to the cognitive character of tracing “cognitive 

maps” and to social class?

Jameson: In the 1970s, for all kinds of reasons, people began to express 

their dissatisfaction with the concept of ideology, and they tried to think of 

new concepts that could be substituted for it. Th ere were many proposals 

at the time—I don’t think it’s necessary to enumerate all of them. In eff ect, 

“practices” was a crucial one, “discourse analysis” another, and there were 

psychoanalytical versions of these things. Now it’s clear why people became 

angry with and tired of the concept of ideology, the classic one—what Er-

nesto Laclau calls the reductionist side of class—being the idea that ideo-

logical analysis is simply a question of emphasizing a certain number of 

visions of the world, and then linking them with various social classes.

I have always thought—but I came to political and philosophical life in 

a later generation, and I started with people such as the Western Marxists 

and Sartre, who worried about complicating this notion of ideology—that 

ideology had to be linked to psychoanalysis. Th e problem of ideology wasn’t 

only a question of abstract thought in the air that one linked to social class, 

but it had to do with very complicated mediations between these things. To 

do ideological analysis was always to postulate a problem, and not a solu-

tion; as soon as the question of ideological analysis was raised, you were 
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obligated to invent a new model that would dramatize, in some new way, 

how a thought or cultural product was linked to social experience, to the 

history of the family, to the economy, and everything else. Obviously, if 

people think ideological analysis and the old concept of ideology are simply 

a group of fi xed and unchanging categories, then it is not satisfactory. But, 

in my opinion, the most productive notion of ideology is the model that 

tries to connect questions of individual subjectivity with larger issues of the 

social and of group fantasy, as in Althusser.

His model is, without a doubt, not completely satisfactory, but it seems to 

me that it tries to put together a series of things that one would need to link 

in order for any theory of ideology to be satisfactory. I also have the feeling 

that the theorists who have abandoned the word ideology for something else 

always end up losing sight of the bigger connections, and the theories and 

analyses that have followed this cource, many of them very exciting (like 

the work of [Pierre] Bourdieu, for example) have, in my opinion, failed in 

that fi nal function of the classical concept which was to convey a model.

Having said this, I think that we then have to add something else. It’s 

implicit in my theory of postmodernism that the nature of culture itself, its 

own location in social life, has been modifi ed. Th e culture of the nineteenth 

century was a relatively limited part of social life. Today culture is virtually 

omnipresent, and this means that the very function of cultural production 

will be diff erent in the two periods. Th e place of abstraction, of opinion and 

abstract values in this society is radically diff erent from what it was in the 

nineteenth century. In the nineteenth century, the new regimes—like the 

Th ird Republic in France—still required the legitimation of the ideologists; 

it was called the “republic of professors” precisely because the positivists, 

the philosophers, and sociologists were called upon to invent the theory of a 

new secular state, that is, to give it a crown of philosophical and ideological 

value and assure its legitimization by means of philosophy.

Our own society no longer needs legitimization of this type. Abstrac-

tion is no longer called upon to fulfi ll this task. Our philosophers no longer 

have that function, which means that the role of abstract thought itself, the 

function of abstract thought in this society, is diff erent and, I am tempted 

to say, very reduced. Many of the things that Adorno said about positiv-

ism continue to be relevant in a much-modifi ed sense for our society. What 

makes our society function, then? What makes it legitimate? It seems to me 

that it’s not philosophical justifi cation or ideological justifi cation in that ab-

stract sense; nor could it be simply the material fact that it fulfi lls, because it 

doesn’t fulfi ll many people in this world, or even in this society.
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Because of this, there has to be a third thing that continues being ide-

ology, but an ideological mechanism of another type; some have argued 

that it’s simply consumption itself. It is indeed the fact of the ideology of 

consumption as a practice which assures this society. Th ere would be other 

ways of talking about the basic ideologies of our society, but it’s clear that if 

you see the principal ideological mechanism, the mechanism of legitimiza-

tion as consumption, and the vision of consumption as practice, that is very 

diff erent than talking about the values of the bourgeoisie—liberty, equality, 

fraternity. And in that moment, therefore, ideological analysis has to be 

restructured in order to accommodate the forms of ideology that are, in 

eff ect, revealed in social practices and in space itself.

Many of the new theories that replace ideology, or that attempt to re-

place the old concept of ideology, try to resolve this and therefore highlight 

the postmodern change of classic ideology to new types that adapt to prac-

tice, to daily life, to consumption, to images. And there has to be a modifi -

cation in the role of philosophy itself. We know what some of these changes 

are because the philosophers have told us: we no longer have a concept of 

the truth; we don’t want a system; and so on. Th ere are a series of ways in 

which contemporary philosophy has become textual and doesn’t want to 

create a system of the type that endured, no doubt, from Descartes to the 

existentialists. None of the contemporary philosophers do that. Th erefore 

I propose to call what happens now not philosophy, but rather, theory; and 

even then I don’t like the word theory because it still implies a way of think-

ing, when that thinking has in eff ect turned into a way of writing.

For that reason I want to call this new thing that has replaced philoso-

phy “theoretical discourse.” Th is is meant to imply a certain type of writing 

that is very diffi  cult to make concrete. And it implies a situation like the 

following: truth no longer exists, but error does. Th erefore in your writing 

as a philosopher, you can no longer express the truth—and in eff ect, expres-

sion doesn’t exist anymore as a category—but what you can do is denounce 

error. So the work of theoretical discourse is, in eff ect, to write sentences 

that don’t affi  rm philosophical positions in a positive nature and are also in 

a constant battle to denounce, intercept, deconstruct forms of error or fal-

lacies. And those are very complicated ways of writing because, obviously, 

they never work. You may not want a position or a system, but it is as if it 

ends up organizing itself around you, so that there come to be philoso-

phers whose entire philosophy is constructed upon not having a system, but 

whose key terms nonetheless suggest one.

Th e slogans for today are “antifoundationalism” and “ antiessentialism.” 
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Everything seems to come down to this, that you don’t want to have fun-

damental principles, you don’t want to have ultimate presuppositions, you 

don’t want to have a system or truth, and therefore your thinking becomes 

a textualization, a process of writing. Except that the text congeals into a 

game of positions, and your own name is stuck to the thing like a brand; 

it becomes a system despite yourself. So these are necessary failures in 

 contemporary philosophy, in the contemporary system, and in eff ect I be-

lieve that Derrida himself expressed the impossible, tragic aspect of this a 

long time ago (I don’t know if he still thinks this) when he said that we can-

not, today, invent new forms of thinking and new concepts because we are 

inside the system in which we are surrounded by traditional concepts, and 

in which conceptuality has disintegrated. But they are all we have; and we 

can’t invent new words and a new language; what we have to do is continue 

using those “under erasure” until the entire system  itself is transformed, 

and then, in that moment, fresh conceptual languages and new forms of 

philosophical truth and creativity will again become possible.

Th is idea seems to me consistent with Marxism, namely, that the domi-

nant thought inside a certain mode of production will be the hegemonic 

point of view of the class that governs, and that new things fi nally come 

to pass and bear fruit only when there is a transformation in the system. 

What is now ambiguous is that for many people, this new stage of capital-

ism seems to be a wholly new system. So, many people think that post-

modernism gives one the possibility of new thought in new ways, which 

is something that I will discuss. But it seems to me that the debate on the 

postmodern, about that postmodern philosophy that was previously called 

poststructuralism, and that now I call theoretical discourse, should start 

there; and it is in that sense that theory is a cultural expression of postmod-

ernism, as much as other types of cultural phenomena.

Certain elements of poststructuralism have been profoundly contesta-

tory, usefully negative, political in local and restricted ways; of course de-

construction can operate in that way in many places—as can Foucault, with 

his emphasis on one’s own local politics. And then clearly there are political 

aims and emphases throughout a range of contemporary theoretical dis-

courses. But I think that very few of them are capable of anticipating the 

transformation of the system entirely. And to the degree to which my poli-

tics include that, then at that point I must think that these contemporary 

philosophies are no longer politically productive and that one’s task, as an 

intellectual, is to think about how systematic change would be conceivable 

in a period where it seems that no one sees it as being possible any longer. 
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Th at strikes me as a loft ier mission for philosophy and theory than the mis-

sion of local forms of resistance.

On the other hand, obviously resistance must also continue. Th is is the 

point, both about philosophy and local politics, that I tried to make here—

that nobody is talking about abandoning every form of struggle and local 

resistance. But the force of those resistances tends to be undermined when 

people are faced with a Nietzschean eternal return, a permanent struggle 

that never leads anywhere. While it oft en seems that these struggles do ide-

ally project a vision of total change, it is not empirically present in them, 

but it has an allegorical relationship with their content. I have been im-

pressed by the way that this has occurred in some North American politi-

cal attempts. Th e late Michael Harrington, for example, traveled tirelessly 

throughout the whole country, giving at least two hundred speeches a year, 

talking about socialism and the necessity for systemic change. So there has 

to be activity on both levels —the empirical and the systemic—in order for 

there to be an authentic politics.

I don’t believe that people really think politically if they have surren-

dered to the idea that the system can’t change in its overall dimensions, and 

that they can only attempt to modify the parts that they don’t like.

Th e question of social classes, the question about cognitive mapping, is 

that we are in a situation where the world is so complicated, and the capil-

laries of social power are so small, that it becomes very diffi  cult for people 

to orient themselves as class subjects within this totality. I don’t think for 

a minute that classes in and of themselves have disappeared. If you want 

proof that this is still capitalism and not postindustrial society, it’s that the 

multinational companies and all the other businesses still aim for profi t 

and profi tability. New forms of organization haven’t emerged, with new 

and diff erent means and ends. Besides that, it’s not important to me how 

much production has disappeared from the United States; things continue 

to be produced elsewhere, they are produced by producers, and because of 

that there needs to be a system of dichotomous classes, provided that one 

always remembers the famous distinction between “classes in themselves” 

and “classes for themselves.” It seems very clear that there remain classes in 

themselves, class positions, in this type of society.

On the other hand, the people that occupy these class positions are not 

necessarily conscious of themselves in terms of class, and there was clearly 

a crisis in the “classes for themselves” that accompanied the classic work-

ers’ unions and the classic forms of industrial production. When Marx 

talked about proletarianization, he talked about salaried work; and this is a 
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global development and a tendency implicit in globalization. But the forms 

of class consciousness that correspond to the new global division of labor, 

and the new global situation, have not yet emerged because they are too 

new. Because of this, what cognitive mapping tries to do as a form of class 

consciousness is dual, it is epistemological as well as cultural, critical as well 

as Utopian.

Epistemologically, one has in the fi rst place to stress all the diffi  culties 

that we have in seeing our class position in this enormous global reality, 

and one has to verify the diffi  culties of such consciousness for all the other 

social subjects around us. It seems that a sociology based upon this notion 

would want to explore that—to see how various social subjects imagine and 

trace their worlds, what they omit, what they can’t see. If they believe, for 

example, that the working classes have disappeared and that there are only 

middle classes today, to what type of map does this correspond? And what 

are the causes that determine such limits? So, there is an empirical inves-

tigation to be undertaken as to how, in fact, we continue to make imper-

fect images of the world for ourselves in a situation in which the Cold War 

seems over; or at least in which people imagine that revolutionary move-

ments have ceased to exist, and therefore they have to adjust their vision of 

the world in other ways.

On the other hand, if it’s true that all these subjects continue being class 

subjects, then behind all those images—that can focus on nonclassist visions 

of things, which can take the form of nationalisms and neonationalisms, or 

the form of the various populisms or of religious fundamentalism—behind 

these things, the fact remains of the classes in themselves. So perhaps it 

would also be possible to detect the possibility of class  consciousness within 

those other forms of consciousness. Th at class consciousness would then 

be the Utopian element in these other maps of the world; and it seems that 

there is something—for intellectuals—something active and political in the 

process of not trying only to see what images of the world are refl ected by 

our culture and our social visions but also in some sense to try to think 

about what other possibilities and radical alternatives they carry within 

themselves unconsciously.

And here we return to the other question about whether postmodernism 

can be political, if it’s completely complicit with the system of  multinational 

media. I believe that one of the healthy things about art today is that per-

haps people are, again, a little more willing to tolerate certain new didactic 

elements in art that were anathema for modernism. So, I think that it’s not 

impossible to imagine ways in which a postmodern art could teach people 
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about the structure of the world. Hans Haacke, for instance, talks about the 

homeopathy of today’s art, suggesting that if this is a culture of images, and 

we are sick of images, then there also exists a homeopathic strategy that 

consists in absorbing the toxin deliberately, as an aesthetic.

What he then tries to do, for example, is to take the museum in which 

he is exhibiting and turn it inside out—the museums themselves become 

part of the work of art. So when the Guggenheim commissions a work from 

him, included within the resultant work turns out to be a list of the own-

ers and donors of the Guggenheim, and what those people were personally 

and institutionally involved in and responsible for: the war in Vietnam, for 

example. And suddenly this small speck that was a work of art within an 

institutional structure swallows the institution and can be used as a lesson 

about the entire multinational institution in the world today. So, I believe 

that there is an entirely new range of possibilities for political art that could 

in a sense be didactic. And these are related in a more profound way to the 

spatiality of the postmodern.

And we are also in space in the sense of the spatiality of the image, of 

television, including, I would say, music—you could think that rock is very 

important in the postmodern, and I agree—but it’s a spatial music, that is to 

say, music is transmitted through a thing inside your ears, or it’s installed in 

a club and orchestrated by light, or on the music channel mtv, it is captured 

by the narrative space of video. Th us it seems that even music passes under 

the aegis of space. Th e victim of all of this is language and the language arts, 

together with traditional philosophy. Language has suff ered the destiny of 

primary objective manipulation by a system of standardized means. Con-

sequently, the art of language and what it can do has become a good deal 

less signifi cant. Th is is the sense in which, from a narrow cultural point 

of view, space is important. Now, clearly, the notion of cognitive mapping 

wasn’t an accident, because from a wider political perspective, the fact of 

global space is now determining in a way that it never was in the imperial-

ist period. For England, to have had the Suez Canal and the connection to 

India was always crucially and strategically important, but other parts of 

the world were no longer so important from that older perspective. But a 

new and simultaneous geopolitics is being born that is at one with the post-

modern system, of the multinational system, and that fi xes the agenda for 

both culture and political theory, so that it’s not an accident that one of the 

best contemporary geographers, David Harvey, has come to write one of 

the principal books about postmodernism, having come to understand that 

the postmodern phenomenon is his topic. Th at is to say,  postmodernism is 
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profoundly geographical in a way that wasn’t obviously the case for earlier 

modes of production.

machín: Perry Anderson, in his characterization of the model of Western 

Marxism, argues that the aesthetic has always been a laboratory of social 

theory. What is your opinion with respect to this, and to the relationship 

between aesthetics and politics?

Jameson: I think that Anderson’s commentary is a timely one because it 

seems to me to have been the case—Lukács is the one that really confi rms 

this—that much of Marx and the dialectic itself can be seen as a product of 

[Friedrich] Schiller’s aesthetics. Th is is true in a certain Marxist tradition 

that reaches Lukács himself and, aft er him, includes [Walter] Benjamin; 

Sartre in another way; Adorno also; and so on with others. But it may no 

longer be so pertinent once the classic aesthetic has disappeared: it’s clear 

that if you don’t have an aesthetic, then you aren’t going to have the same 

kind of laboratory in which to work, or from which to emerge. So I would 

want to restrict the historical relevance to that period and ask what the 

newer laboratories are to be.

Note

1. See Fredric Jameson, “Modernism and Imperialism,” in Nationalism, Colo-

nialism, and Literature, by Terry Eagleton, Jameson, Edward W. Said (Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press, 1990), 43–66.



Interview with Sara Danius and Stefan Jonsson

danius: When Jacques Derrida lectured at Duke University a couple of 

weeks ago, he presented fragments from his latest book Spectres de Marx 

which, among other things, appears to be both a defense of Marxism and a 

critical rereading of Marx’s writings.1 He said that “Marxism is indispensable 

and insuffi  cient.” Do you agree?

Jameson: I don’t mind endorsing that statement. I think what he means 

is that the Marxism that has existed so far is insuffi  cient because we’re in a 

new period and much of it has to be adapted to new realities. You see, I think 

of Marxism as a problematic, and therefore I don’t think that the various 

solutions that people also sometimes identify with Marxism as an ideology 

are necessarily binding. Marxism consists in acknowledging, recognizing, 

or being committed to a certain problematic, and that problematic includes 

notions of contradiction, commodifi cation, and so forth. I would rewrite 

Derrida’s remark as suggesting that we need the problematic of Marxism 

today more than ever in confronting late capitalism, but we have to invent 

new solutions to some of its problems.

Th e problem with new solutions, however, is that if you shift  languages, 

you oft en lose the problem itself. Th is has happened several times in the his-

tory of Marxism: for example when Gramsci, under the threat of censorship, 

out of concern that the prison authorities were reading his manuscripts, 

used a systematic series of euphemisms for Marxist problems. Marxism 

was called “the philosophy of praxis.” Ideology was called “hegemony.” 

Th en a later Gramscianism developed aft er the war, in which suddenly “he-

gemony” replaces the older Marxist themes and sails off  as a theory in its 

own right. Th ereby it lost, I think, some of those connections to the earlier 

Th is interview was recorded at Duke University in October 1993. It fi rst appeared in Swedish 

in Res Publica 24 (1993). It has not been previously published in English.
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problems that it still had in Gramsci’s mind. Another example: in the 1960s, 

there was a systematic attempt to replace the notion of “ideology” with no-

tions like that of “practice.” But there, too, once you lose the  problematic 

that ideology was invented to solve, once you embrace “the theory of prac-

tice,” then you suddenly cease to ask yourself certain basic questions that 

“the theory of ideology” still kept alive. How far you can innovate is a very 

tricky business. Th at’s why I come back to notions of what I call transcod-

ing. One has to keep translating these things back and forth; one has to 

invent a new language, and then every so oft en translate it back into the 

older one in order to see how far we’ve come, what diff erence in percep-

tions or focus the new concept gives us, to what degree it still connects up 

to the older problems, and so on. But if one invents a new language—it is 

like inventing a new religion. At what point does the new religion cease 

to be connected to the older one and declare its independence? Th at’s 

the problem with Marxism and its off shoots. If I hear Derrida right, he’s 

saying that we have to keep our affi  liation to the old “religion” but invent 

new versions of it for the contemporary, or rather postcontemporary, 

period.

danius: You said earlier that you perceive Derrida’s talk as a statement, a 

forceful and courageous statement.

Jameson: You have to remember that in France the intellectuals in 

the 1960s were 95 percent Marxists. Today 89 percent, let’s say, are anti-

 Marxist. On the French scene, Derrida’s project is very provocative, as will 

be Deleuze’s forthcoming book Grandeur de Marx.2 Th ey are very basic 

challenges to a whole new anti-Marxist, neocapitalist orthodoxy among 

French intellectuals. It will be very interesting to see what reactions this 

gets. Derrida himself seemed rather sanguine about it. He seemed to feel 

that a lot of people he knew were dissatisfi ed. A good deal of the media 

and the intelligentsia in France are committed to certain kinds of anticom-

munist, antisocialist, and anti-Marxist positions for which a statement like 

this ought to be unsatisfactory. Here of course, it doesn’t matter so much 

because there wasn’t the same kind of Marxism, and therefore not the same 

kind of obligatory Marxism on the part of the intellectuals.

danius: At the same time there’s a cliché about Derrida and deconstruc-

tion as being altogether apolitical.
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Jameson: Yes, but I never thought that was true. One knew that Der-

rida had, via Althusser, associations with French Marxism and commu-

nism that were much closer than those of many other poststructuralists. 

If you look at some of the earlier interviews in Positions, for example, they 

spell out the whole political context and the political presuppositions that 

Derrida brought to deconstruction. When his work was removed from a 

fundamentally Marxist and political context and exported across the water 

to a fundamentally non-Marxist and nonpolitical context, the things that 

Derrida took for granted in many of his own formulations and expressions 

simply evaporated.

But again, this involves a global mapping, if you like, and diff erences in 

national situation. It would be interesting to see who comes out for Spec-

tres de Marx in Germany, especially the new Germany. It doesn’t seem to 

me at all implausible that someone like Habermas would do that. I think 

Habermas is very keenly aware of what is lost in this transition to global 

capitalism. I’m not predicting anything, but there will certainly be German 

versions.

danius: Your own more systematic interest in the Marxist tradition of 

cultural and literary criticism comes to the fore with Marxism and Form. 

To look back on your intellectual career, what made you write Marxism 

and Form?

Jameson: I was a student in the Eisenhower era, and the years of McCar-

thyism. Th e image that even liberals had of Marxism at that time was crude 

and relatively unphilosophical. Th e idea that most people had of any kind of 

Marxist literary criticism or cultural criticism was a very stark caricature. 

I was formed by contemporary French thought at that period, for example, 

the Marxist elements of Sartre. Roland Barthes’s Writing Degree Zero—I 

think it was published when I was in college—was also very important to 

me. I therefore understood Marxism and the possibilities of Marxist liter-

ary criticism in a diff erent way from the way I think most Americans did. 

At that time, as I’ve said, the French intelligentsia was essentially Marxist in 

orientation. Actually, my fi rst infl uence, or the fi rst example I ever had of a 

Marxist criticism, was not Sartre but Henri Lefebvre’s book on Pascal. And 

since I had an association with Lefebvre later on, that always struck me as 

interesting and fi tting.

I also studied in Germany. Th is was in the late 1950s, and West Ger-
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many of course was very far from having any Marxist intellectual move-

ments in that period. Nonetheless, in Germany there were two monuments 

to Marxism. One was the Frankfurt School, which had just come back to 

West Germany. Th e other was Lukács, whose writings were published in 

East Germany. So I knew there was a range of Marxist criticism in German 

that was also very far from these caricatures.

Th e whole ambition of Marxist and Form was to make available in En-

glish some of those traditions, and to make it more diffi  cult for people to 

entertain these clichés and caricatural ideas of what Marxism was on the 

cultural level, particularly since we all have come to realize in recent years 

that the great and interesting developments of twentieth-century Marxism 

have been in the realm of the superstructure—culture, theory of ideology, 

and so forth. I don’t know whether we actually accomplished this, because 

frankly, some people still have the same caricatural and idiotic notions of 

Marxism today. But at least that was the point of the book, and that’s why it 

ranged over French—Sartrean—and German elements. My other book of 

that period, Th e Prison-House of Language, was originally conceived as part 

of Marxism and Form. Th at’s where I deal with Althusser and more recent 

French structuralist thought, which also have a connection to Marxism; for 

example, Lévi-Strauss has a declaration of faith in Marxism at the begin-

ning of his autobiography, Tristes Tropiques. I separated out structuralist 

thought, however, and that’s why the French side of Marxism and Form 

may seem a little bit truncated.

danius: It’s ten years between your Sartre study and Marxism and Form. 

Th e historical materialist interest isn’t really pronounced in Sartre: Origins 

of a Style. Was there a slow shift  in your intellectual orientation during these 

years?

Jameson: No, I don’t think so at all. I think I always thought in these 

ways. But the framework of the Sartre study, which was a dissertation and 

focused on style, was designed to explore formal aspects in Sartre’s work 

that people hadn’t noticed. On the whole, he was seen as a rather trendy or 

slogan-oriented philosopher. I never really did a Marxist analysis of Sartre 

himself. I played at doing that at various moments. I think the sociologi-

cal analysis of philosophy is very rudimentary in comparison to the so-

ciological or historical materialist approach to literature, and I know very 

few good examples. Bourdieu’s book on Heidegger is one, and Sartre’s own 

analysis of philosophy is of course another. But then I wasn’t equipped to 
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do that, and I think that’s why the Sartre book seems relatively ungrounded 

sociologically in comparison to later books of mine. I had already begun to 

read the Frankfurt School when I wrote the book, however, and I wouldn’t 

say there was any fundamental change in my positions, although I’m sure 

they got complicated and acquired a wider range of theoretical references 

later on. And then, it’s not just people who change, it’s also history itself that 

changed between 1959, when I fi nished Sartre, and 1969, when I was fi nish-

ing Marxism and Form.

jonsson: Th en you published your book on Wyndham Lewis, Fables 

of Aggression, and aft er that Th e Political Unconscious, which in many ways 

is a highly theoretical work. A central category of this book is the “political 

unconscious,” which refers to an aesthetic or cognitive agency that fabricates 

symbolic resolutions of historical and social contradictions. At the same time, 

this is a category—or notion, concept, or word—that remains undefi ned and 

fl oating. What has happened to this concept in you later work? And was it a 

philosophical concept or more of a metaphor?

Jameson: One could argue that Th e Political Unconscious is not a theo-

retical but a methodological book. It’s a book about interpretation, and it 

tries to defend and illustrate a kind of depth interpretation, or hermeneu-

tics. Th e idea of the political unconscious is a symbol for that process. I’m 

not endorsing some ontological idea that there is a personal unconscious, 

on the one hand, and a collective or political one, on the other. We have 

derived from Freud’s notion of the unconscious a very basic form of inter-

pretation which he lays out in Th e Interpretation of Dreams—the interpre-

tation of the symptom. Th at has always been for me a fundamental model 

of the interpretive process, and it is one of the great infl uences on me. Th is 

model was enriched and modifi ed by Lévi-Strauss’s structuralist interpre-

tation, which I have always found interesting, although some of it is more 

questionable. To adopt the Freudian slogan of an unconscious is by way of a 

gesture indicating the relationship between ideological analysis of literary 

or narrative texts and Freud’s analysis of dreams, because I would like to 

keep that connection. Now, I think there might be several reasons for why I 

don’t practice this so much anymore. When Th e Political Unconscious was 

thought through and composed, none of us had a very clear idea of the 

thing we now call postmodernism. We were not really aware of the mag-

nitude of that cultural break that had already taken place, and which only 

gradually was being discovered.
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Th e Political Unconscious was written especially with an eye to modern-

ist or realist texts. In the postmodern area, the notion of an unconscious, 

along with the notion of a hermeneutic or interpretation, has fallen into 

discredit; one could use an even stronger word than that. Foucault has a 

very powerful attack on the notion of hermeneutics in the fi rst volume of 

Th e History of Sexuality. His stance is characteristic of a lot of postmodern 

intellectual positions: that hermeneutics is somehow intellectually unjusti-

fi ed, that there is no unconscious in that ontological sense, and so forth. 

Now, I take that seriously, but as an intellectual symptom. Th at is, it seems 

to me that if everyone thinks this, then the thought has a certain symptom-

atic importance, and I take it to mean that postmodern texts really do not 

function in the same way as earlier ones and do not off er themselves to in-

terpretation in the same way. I think this also has something to do with the 

relative retreat of literature as the fundamental art form of postmodernism. 

My interpretive proposals essentially have to do with literary works and 

with the kinds of interpretation that they demand, but I would still argue 

that the method I’m suggesting remains absolutely valid. It’s essentially a 

symptomal method, to use that kind of neologism the Althusserians like. 

It wants to see literature as symptom, not only in the content but in the 

form itself. It wants to read the formal structures of the various, especially 

modernist, innovations as so many signs and symptoms that can lead us 

back to transformations in the social raw material. So there’s a way in which 

this ties on to theories of literary production that were current in the 1970s, 

but it adds in the problem of the raw material, which I think none of those 

theories really did (except for Macherey). I continue to think that if literary 

texts no longer off er themselves to interpretation today in the same way, 

it seems possible that mass cultural texts do, and I have done a number of 

interpretations of mass cultural texts that I think are very much in the spirit 

of the literary analyses of Th e Political Unconscious. So I see why you would 

think I have moved away from this term and idea, but it’s really more of 

a readjustment to diff erences in the cultural situation that have happened 

since then.

jonsson: So it is only in certain historical moments that cultural artifacts 

have a political unconscious?

Jameson: To be sure, yes. I think that in precapitalist society, for example, 

formulaic texts, and texts that work in very fi xed forms and genres clearly 

aren’t interpretable in the same way at all.
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danius: Is there a link between your idea of “cognitive mapping” and the 

need for it, and the fact that in the postmodern period texts do not seem to 

have a “political unconscious”?

Jameson: Th e program for “cognitive mapping” has more to do with 

cultural politics and with what one would want to suggest that the artists 

themselves do. Th at’s a more active cultural-political idea. Th e notion of 

the “political unconscious” is more interpretive and retrospective; it has 

more to do with analyzing texts of the past than [with] projecting ones for 

the future.

jonsson: But both concepts would, in some Lukácsian sense, be about try-

ing to think the totality?

Jameson: First of all, they’re both epistemological ideas. Th e political 

unconscious implies that certain kinds of knowledge about society are 

encoded in literary texts and in their forms. Th e analysis I propose is de-

signed to make it possible to recover some of that knowledge. Th e notion 

of cognitive mapping insists much more strongly on the way in which art 

itself functions as a mode of knowledge, a mode of knowledge of the total-

ity. Obviously, both ideas do that, but in diff erent ways. I think one has to 

remember that concepts of totality have acquired a very special meaning 

today when capitalism is a genuinely global functioning system in a way it 

was not in the imperialist period, or earlier. Th erefore today the concept of 

totality has a much more concrete meaning.

danius: In your work, the notion of narrative is closely related to that of the 

“political unconscious.” In Th e Political Unconscious you say something like, 

“using the shorthand of philosophical idealism, I take narrative to be the cen-

tral instance or function of the human mind.” Th ere appears to be a confl ict 

between this belief in what seems to be an almost Kantian or transcendental 

category—narrative—and the historical materialist presupposition that all 

human experience is mediated by history.

Jameson: I’m glad you quoted the matter about “shorthand” because 

I’m using this ontological or Kantian language as a way of making this 

point very quickly. I don’t believe in a human nature, and therefore don’t 

believe that the mind has a given structure, or that this narrative instance 

is part of the mind’s structure. Part of the importance of the insistence on 



158 jameson on jameson

 narrative—it’s obviously not just mine, it’s been present since the beginning 

of the structuralist period—is, at least in the United States, a reaction to the 

emphasis in literary criticism on lyric, and the way in which even the mod-

ern novel is understood to be non-narrative and essentially lyric, and the 

way in which therefore both lyric poetry and certain kinds of poetic lan-

guage are placed at the center of what became an aesthetic of modernism 

as an ideology. My argument is a reaction against this; it wants to replace 

this centrality of poetic language with the notion of narrative as such, and 

with a diff erent conception of form. It’s a conception of form that has to 

both involve process and, at the outer limit, history, since historiography is 

essentially telling yourself a story of events and organizing events in nar-

rative terms.

I’m also infl uenced by a book by Arthur Danto on history and narrative, 

in which he tries to show that all historiography, even statistical history 

and so forth, can always be rewritten in narrative form, and that its basic 

categories, such as causality, are fundamental tropes or forms by which we 

understand human events and realities. Th is shorthand means to imply all 

of those things, and hopefully would take us in a direction of history and 

historical narrative rather than in the direction of static Kantian catego-

ries. Even when one deals with the importance of space in contemporary 

or postmodern thought, this is a very diff erent emphasis from Kant’s no-

tion that space and time are these empty, immutable categories, or rather 

preconditions, for thought. I think the contemporary idea is that there are 

various kinds of historical space and apprehensions of space, just as each 

mode of production has had its own conception of and experience of time. 

So one cannot address the issue in these general terms. But I meant it to be 

provocative, and I guess it has been!

jonsson: What happens with the notion of narrative in postmodernism? 

Clearly, the notion of “cognitive mapping” and narrative are related, al-

though you use the notion of narrative much less in your later writings than 

in, for example, Th e Political Unconscious. Sometimes, however, narrative 

is foregrounded as a key category that you use to analyze the way in which 

cultural spaces in the periphery of the world system still provide a possibility 

to grasp the totality and the processes of capitalism as such in certain kinds 

of narrative form.

Jameson: Well, that’s because narrative oft en takes refuge in either non-

hegemonic spaces or subcultural areas. So there is a great deal of narrative 
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going on in the contemporary world, but it seems to me that when litera-

ture becomes conscious of its postmodern vocation, it tends to have the 

form of sheer textual production. Th at is to say, the narrative categories 

disintegrate, and one has to do with a microscopic notion of change from 

sentence to sentence, and that tends to interest me less than the larger, older 

categories of narrative. I also think that there is a postmodernity which 

entails a basic change, at least in the center, of the ways in which narrative 

is produced. On the other hand, there is also a recrudescence of nonliterary 

storytelling, so narrative is very much present in our culture, but I think 

it’s no longer so strongly identifi ed with literature itself. Th is is why in the 

center literature is enfeebled as a form of cultural production, although not 

necessarily in the periphery.

Th e other thing one should say about narrative is that it becomes in-

creasingly diffi  cult to construct a narrative which does justice to what we 

were calling “cognitive mapping,” which does justice to the situation of in-

dividuals in ever more horrendously complex social matrices which end up 

being global. Narrative seems supremely able to deal with the way in which 

the truth of individual life was constructed by smaller environments. In 

the nineteenth-century novel, the narrative apparatus became much more 

complex in order to deal with the truth of individual experience in a na-

tional setting, and of course even more so in imperialist settings. But in the 

global perspective of late capitalism, there’s a real crisis in this older nar-

rative machinery. Th e places from which one ought to have expected a real 

development of a global kind of narrativity are the ones in which narrative 

has been in crisis, that is to say, the center, whereas in the periphery, certain 

kinds of narrative reactions to this seem possible, because they’re not at the 

center of the multinational complexity.

jonsson: Why does narrative, as you said, take refuge in nonhegemonic 

spaces or subcultural areas? Why would narrative be more “vital” or even 

“true” in such areas? It could be argued that in contemporary Western lit-

erature, there is a kind of return to narrative and storytelling. What is the 

diff erence?

Jameson: Maybe I could illustrate it best not so much for postmodernity 

as for modernity, and then we could extrapolate to postmodernity. If mo-

dernity emerges essentially in the fi rst world, in the 1880s, in the moment 

of global imperialism and of the setting up of the fi rst imperial systems and 

the dividing up of Africa and so forth, then that is strictly  contemporaneous 
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with modernism and its emergence in symbolism. Th e point is this: In the 

center there is a separation, a gap, between knowledge and lived truth; and 

in the center, which develops these very complex, subtle, and responsive in-

struments of representation, there is a very keen sense of how to represent 

what’s happening in the psyche. But the center does not have to know about 

the periphery, and therefore the center thinks it can tell those stories with-

out reference to the structure of imperialism as a whole, that is, it tends to 

omit the parts of the story that result from the way in which the fi rst world 

derives its wealth and its privileges from the third world.3 Epistemologically, 

its mode of expression is incomplete. It need not know about the third world, 

whereas the third world obviously cannot not know about the fi rst world. 

Th e third world has to know. Th e periphery must be aware at every moment 

that everything that happens to it is somehow determined by absent forces 

elsewhere. You know the famous saying, “When the United States sneezes, 

Brazil gets pneumonia.” Th at’s an argument one could already make for the 

modernist period, and it’s even more valid for the postmodern.

Your question about the reemergence of narrative and storytelling in the 

West actually has more to do with a diff erent kind of phenomenon, namely, 

the confl ation of high art and mass culture. In mass culture, the storytell-

ing impulse is fundamental, and narratives never disappear out of mass 

culture. Th ey come back in the form of parody and pastiche in postmodern 

narratives. So the fragments of narrativity are now far more omnipresent 

in what used to be high culture in postmodernism than was the case in the 

modernist period. On the other hand, one also has to say that the periphery 

is much more sophisticated too. Th e information revolution means that in 

fact the third world knows even more about the fi rst world than it used to, 

and that the third world is also in the fi rst world, in the cities, and so forth. 

Th ese relationships have obviously been modifi ed, but I think the formula 

might still be useful and valid.

jonsson: Would that also account for the impression that many people have 

today, that the most powerful and vital literary stories are being told by writ-

ers that occupy the border between center and periphery, or have access to, or 

experience of, two or more cultures? I think of writers such as Nadine Gordi-

mer, Salman Rushdie, V. S. Naipaul, Toni Morrison, and Derek Walcott.

Jameson: Yes, absolutely. Th ere are several reasons for that. One is that 

they deal with social material that has not been named yet, whereas white 

fi rst-world male writers have behind them a history of other white male 
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novels that go back several hundred years. A great deal more of their nor-

mal daily experience has already been expressed in literature and found its 

form than is the case for other social selves. Th at’s one thing. Another rea-

son is indicated by the classic dogmatic prejudice of a certain kind of vulgar 

Marxism: that capitalism is anti-aesthetic. Now, we can see that this not 

only expresses anti-intellectualism in certain fi rst world countries, at least 

in the United States. But, in addition, it designates the exhaustion of culture 

in the fi rst world, and the need for the fi rst world constantly to cannibalize 

fresh sources of cultural production. Hence the vogue of black language 

in the United States. Black language is still alive, and it is constantly rein-

venting itself. Th e white cultural power structure cannibalizes that, draws 

on it, co-opts it, if you like, and reinvigorates itself. Th is is now going on 

in the world at large; if you look at music, for example, the way in which 

black  music, South African, or Latin American music is being used in the 

fi rst world. It’s probably wrong to call it completely exploitative. Th e argu-

ment has to be more complicated today. Paul Simon’s Graceland is not only 

plagiarism, cultural theft , or whatever, it’s also a form of cultural diff usion 

which is comparable, if you like, in mass culture to what the Romantics did 

for world culture in the early nineteenth century. It’s a complicated matter 

that has many positive features, but it also signals the exhaustion of the 

capacity of fi rst world societies to produce their own culture. Th is is even 

more strikingly true in Europe and Japan, which are both, I believe, dead 

culturally. Th ey are great museums of the great classical culture that they 

have both preserved. But the Europe of today, this pan-European culture 

that people try to patch back together, is just a parody of what existed in 

the 1920s and 1930s, the culture of Eliot, Rilke, and Valéry. It doesn’t ex-

ist anymore; what exists is a simulacrum. As for  Japan, and according to 

the Japanese themselves, it is very much in that same situation. And if the 

United States is not, this is because of the role of the minorities. American 

hegemonic culture has until now been much more permeable to this pres-

ence of minorities than Europe or, especially, Japan, although with the new 

immigrant voices in Europe the situation seems to be changing.

jonsson: When you mention “dead cultures,” “vital cultures,” and “cul-

tures being vitalized by minorities,” what do you mean by the word culture?

Jameson: I mean that aesthetic production spills over into daily life and 

organizes or reorganizes it. In the modern period, the great  modernist 

paintings and modernist architecture gradually began to lend a style to 
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modern daily life. Today, Europe and Japan are drawing on North Ameri-

can mass culture and are essentially colonized by it. It’s very sad, and I 

speak as a Europhile and an anti-American.4

danius: Th e attempt to create or name a pan-European culture could also 

be understood as a reaction to being on the threshold of postmodernity and 

postmodernism.

Jameson: Yes, as ways of resisting what is essentially American cultural 

imperialism. Unfortunately, so far what is oppositional to Hollywood and 

US tv productions are the museums full of masterpieces. I suspect that if 

and when other areas recover economically, there will be whole new im-

pulses. Eastern Europe and Russia have enormous reserves of cultural en-

ergy, and so does Latin America. Th e three Chinas are already producing 

enormous amounts of culture and will have a profound impact on every-

thing we’re thinking, from fi lm and music to fashion.

danius: You said earlier that it is only in certain historical periods 

that literary texts have a “political unconscious.” In Th e Geopolitical Aes-

thetic, you talk about a “geopolitical unconscious,” and you’ve moved into 

what we call the periphery and into mass culture, more specifi cally fi lm. What 

is the diff erence between your earlier notion of the political unconscious and 

the idea of a geopolitical one?

Jameson: One way to describe these diff erences would be to say that 

Th e Political Unconscious dealt with the national culture, the culture of the 

 nation-state, and the ways in which the collective imaginary of the nation-

state registered—both concealed and expressed—its class dynamics. When 

you come into the postmodern period, it seems that much of what we think 

of in terms of class dynamics is still present, but now it’s projected onto 

a global map, so to speak. It is no longer a national working class, or its 

fractions, or the consciousness of a national bourgeoisie that’s in question, 

but rather essentially imaginary representations of the United States versus 

Japan as an adversary in industrial production, or worries in the United 

States about cheap labor from Mexico, cheap labor in Latin America and 

China. Th e unconscious fantasies that were constructed around the na-

tional situation have been projected onto an international space, in which 

they wear again the masks and the trappings of national identities and for-
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eign cultures. Th ese fantasies are, to be sure, very oft en simply disguises for 

new class fantasies on a global scale.

danius: So in a sense, it is only by moving into the “margins” of the world 

system that we get a more encompassing, “total” map that includes the center 

as well, and this on the logic of some Hegelian master-slave dialectic?

Jameson: Right. At the same time, we’re talking about this in very sim-

plifi ed ways. Th e fantasies themselves probably are very complicated. Th e 

center becomes a character: America versus terrorists, who are generally 

Arabs or Iranians, or Muslims generally; America versus the Somalis, who 

want to blow us up or shoot our soldiers and so forth. In that version of the 

fantasy, America is a simplifi ed character/actant, whereas in other ones, all 

of these things would be America’s own minorities that would be part of a 

fantasy of the outside world. Th e fantasies about foreign rivalry are used to 

integrate internal minorities and make them into a single national unity.

jonsson: Gayatri Spivak once said a similar thing about the Gulf War: it’s 

precisely because you have female soldiers fi ghting in the American army that 

the US appears as a country of liberty as against the patriarchal Iraq, where 

women walk behind veils.

Jameson: Yes, that’s very important and very clearly the case. You have 

any number of movies, videos, or television programs in which the Ameri-

can team includes a black man, a woman, or a Chicano. A more compli-

cated formal game is at work here.

danius: I would like to ask you about the notion of reifi cation, which is 

central to your theory of postmodernism and many of your analyses of both 

high cultural and mass cultural phenomena. You repeatedly insist that to-

day’s culture, at least in the West, is completely immersed in the commodify-

ing process. We consume consumption, we fetishize the commodity. Yet to 

say that commodifi cation is everywhere is in a sense to say that it is nowhere. 

Now, of systemic accounts of a certain cultural period or episteme you have 

said that the cultural critic wins by way of his total, interlocking system, and 

the reader gives in to a sense of pessimism and powerlessness, and this is 

something you yourself want to avoid. In regard to Foucault’s account of the 

Panopticon in Discipline and Punish, you have written that “if the system 
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were as tendentially totalizing as he said it was, then all social revolts, let 

alone ‘revolutionary’ impulses, . . . would in reality be a function of its im-

manent dynamic.” You add that “the point is that systems, even total systems, 

change.” One could say that with your emphasis on reifi cation and com-

modifi cation as analytical tools and codes with which to describe the logic 

of contemporary culture, you end up with something that is close to a “total” 

description of the fate of culture and the entire Lebenswelt in late capitalist 

society. My question is: If, as you also insist, the task of the critic is to produce 

concepts with which to think reality—the world system, late capitalism, the 

“nature” of postmodernism—then why not invent or produce concepts that 

enable us to perceive emergent tendencies, emergent changes, even emergent 

cultures even in Western culture? In other words, it’s partly a consequence of 

the theory itself, since it centers on the notion of commodity fetishism, that we 

have now reached an age where, to paraphrase Adorno and Horkheimer, “the 

fully commodifi ed earth radiates disaster triumphant.”

Jameson: Well, that’s very much the discourse of a certain kind of post-

modernism—that a new cultural pluralism is possible, that new forms of 

resistance are emerging, that those are organized around the new social 

movements, around race, class, gender, and so forth. I don’t think one needs 

to invent these concepts; they are everywhere. Th ere are really two separate 

issues in what you said. As for the issue of the total system, the models 

of total systems built by Foucault and others left  out a very fundamental 

 notion, an innovation of the dialectic, that is, contradiction. Th erefore they 

tended to give an illusion of absolute stasis setting itself in place—think, 

for example, of Foucault’s nightmare picture at the end of Discipline and 

Punish. But if a system is contradictory, as Marx thought capitalism was, 

then it increases its power, but at the same time undermines itself. It’s pro-

ducing resistance, but it is also “digging its own grave.” To put history back 

into a description of a total system means, fi rst and foremost, to show how 

it is contradictory, and how these contradictions tend to unravel what the 

system builds. In capitalism so far this has mainly taken the form of crisis, 

and taken the form of the realization that even crisis is not the right word 

for it. Crisis implies that normally there is a steady state but every so oft en 

there is a crisis, whereas in fact capitalism is a permanent crisis. I think 

everybody is able to think the idea that late capitalism is a permanent crisis: 

there’s structural unemployment, increasing poverty, environmental disas-

ter, and so on. Th en on the other hand, they see that late capitalism is also a 

moment of enormous social pluralism, new opportunities and all these cul-
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tural openings that we spoke of. Th e dialectical move would be to see those 

things together. I think that’s why the notion of postmodernity is diffi  cult. 

It’s diffi  cult to do it right, because one has to see both at once: permanent 

crisis and also new kinds of social emancipation. It’s on this that I base my 

objection to total systems, and I think it would have to lead us back into the 

economic in order to put contradiction back into the system.

As for reifi cation, I guess what’s being said is what a few global econo-

mists have begun to discover, namely, that consumption today is also an 

ideology. Consumerism is a style, and there’s an ideology of consumption 

and consumerism, which really organize people’s lives. Obviously, com-

modities have always been around, even in noncapitalist societies, and 

commodity fetishism must have been there in the nineteenth century for 

Marx to have spoken about it. Th is level of consumerism—which some 

people have tried to underscore, for example, Guy Debord, with his notion 

of the society of the spectacle—that consumption now is a matter of im-

age- production, something which Baudrillard also tried to theorize in the 

notion of the simulacrum: this seems to be a moment in which a new mo-

mentum of consumption, its omnipresence, gets dialectically transformed 

from quantity into quality. We reach another level of this process which 

is perhaps more extreme than anything that people have known before. It 

has to do with the saturation of people’s lifeworlds by these now disposable 

commodities, including the way in which nature itself gets transformed. If 

you use all these products on your grass, your lawn, your trees, and so forth, 

then little by little everything in nature becomes a commodity. Th is entails 

a qualitative leap in the role of commodities in people’s lives and the way in 

which images enter the unconscious and colonize the unconscious as well. 

And, of course, mass culture is a colonization of the unconscious or of what 

the German idealists called the realm of aesthetic freedom. So the reason 

I insist on the language of commodifi cation is to emphasize this quantum 

leap. To be sure, there are enclaves which are poor in consumption—poor 

in all senses of the word—and then there are peripheries which are rela-

tively less saturated than we are, and it’s in those places that we fi nd some 

more heightened awareness of what consumption means. Since we are in it 

up to our ears, it’s much harder for us to have historically original notions 

about how diff erent this is, unless we have sympathy with these areas in 

which commodifi cation has not yet been completely implanted.

What one wants to add to that picture of the nightmare—or paradise—

of total consumption is its own set of contradictions. Th e New Left  in the 

1960s always tried to insist on the idea that consumption was an explosive 
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force. Th ey argued that if you encourage people’s desires to consume, you 

reach a point where the system cannot possibly satisfy those desires, and at 

that point the system itself explodes. It has in eff ect produced demands and 

forces that cannot be contained any longer. Th at seems not to have been true 

for the 1960s; that is, it seems to have been premature. But it doesn’t seem 

to me quite so implausible for some future society in which only 30 percent, 

or maybe even only 10 percent, of the population is employed, a society in 

which you have a sort of standard dole or annual salary for the unemployed. 

But in a society which is formed by the habits and the culture of consumer-

ism, such demands could present very serious challenges to the system, and 

there may be other ways in which consumption is itself progressive.

So all I’m trying to argue in the things I’ve said about reifi cation, fe-

tishization, commodifi cation, or consumption is not that we need new 

models, but that we have to go back to the old models, complexify them, 

and see whether we cannot develop them further. I thought that Derrida’s 

presentation of the “specters of Marx” contained a lot of fresh perspectives 

on commodity fetishism and on new ways of dealing with this problem. 

Th e problematic is set by the notion of the commodity. But we are far from 

having exhausted this problematic. Today, given an omnipresent culture 

of consumption, and given that consumerism is the fundamental ideology 

that the United States and the multinationals export to the world—the fun-

damental form of cultural imperialism in the West—this is the space for 

theory and intellectual work, as well as for politics. Obviously, such work is 

closely linked to the analysis of cultural forms because these ideologies are 

now conveyed in the forms of culture.

danius: You are increasingly interested in cultural production in the so-

called third world, where capital is more intermittent. Can this be under-

stood as—at least partially—a way of trying to show how “even total systems 

change,” a way of pointing to diff erences within the system?

Jameson: Yes, its purpose is in a sense to compare achieved forms of 

commodifi cation and reifi cation to incompletely commodifi ed spaces. At 

any rate, one needs those spaces, and as I said, sympathy with those spaces, 

in order to return to this one and not be completely submerged in it. Be-

cause otherwise, it’s rather diffi  cult to verify the proposition that commodi-

fi cation is “tendentially complete,” for in that case how would you ever be 

aware of it? Th e dialectic of consumption and noncommodifi cation is very 

interesting and important process.
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jonsson: It seems clear that you can study these things theoretically, as a 

cultural critic, that’s pretty obvious. On the other hand, as a politician, or as 

a political theorist, how would one go about even thinking of an alternative to 

consumerism today? Almost all intellectuals say, “well, consumerism is here 

to stay, there’s not much to do about it, it’s aft er all pretty pleasant, and it’s 

impossible to think a world without it because that would entail a complete 

remodeling of the world, a planned economy with fi xed prices and the like.”

Jameson: Well, we might end up in some new kind of planned economy. 

Some of this is the hangover of the end of communism and the Reagan pe-

riod and the general discouragement of intellectuals about new possibilities. 

It’s pretty clear that intellectuals can’t invent this kind of cultural politics all 

by themselves unless there are vital mass political movements going on.

I think the question should fi rst be posed in terms of postmodern politi-

cal culture, that is to say: in the light of what we have discussed, are political 

postmodernisms possible? What would a culture be like that uses the image 

against the image? What would a culture be like that uses a commodity 

form against a commodity form? In recent video production, a lot of artists 

are using the video image against the video image—Martha Rosler is one 

example. Another example would be Barbara Kruger, who also uses the 

image against the image. Th ere are a great many painters who are working 

in the same vein, Hans Haacke, for example, and among younger artists 

surely even more. Th ere’s a lot of experimentation, and the fi rst task of intel-

lectuals is to look at that and provide some kind of analytic support for that 

production. Th e other important phenomenon to explore is that didactic 

art is far more possible in postmodernism than in modernism, where the 

didactic was absolutely repudiated. Postmodern cultural and artistic pro-

duction can apparently accommodate didactic and pedagogic functions, 

functions that I have called “cognitive mapping,” trying to analyze the sys-

tem and show it in works of art. Among the things that would be explored 

in that production of art would be what some of us have tried to analyze 

as the cultural commodifi cation of the period. So I think there are modest 

tasks possible for criticism and theory.

But we’re also working out of certain kinds of national situations, and 

the most important thing for us as fi rst world intellectuals is to be open to 

the experience of both intellectuals and artists and people generally in other 

parts of the world. We have to cannibalize their possibilities of experience 

in the absence of our own, in much the same way as Paul Simon has to can-

nibalize South African music. And again, I don’t think it is  necessarily a 
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bad thing to draw on the things that they’re able to do that we may not be 

able to do right now. By doing that we make our own network of contacts 

with intellectuals in other countries, and we create something like that In-

ternational of Left  intellectuals that Derrida calls for. We will then maybe 

have a new global Left  intelligentsia which might be a kind of answer to the 

networks of business internationals that obviously have existed in reality 

for a number of years, and also to the emergent international relations of 

labor movements which are so important for the future.

danius: In Th e Political Unconscious, you stress that the business of the cul-

tural critic is in some sense to make whole again, although the ultimate whole 

has to remain absent. Th e process of making whole has to proceed by way of 

both sameness and diff erence, by way of both connecting and separating. Th e 

notion of semi-autonomy is vital in this book. In your book Postmodernism, 

or, Th e Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, however, the transcoding process, 

as analytical tool, is much less evident, and the architecture of that book 

is also diff erent. Th e introduction and the conclusion function as an umbrella, 

an overarching frame, and within this frame we get particular analyses of 

particular works, texts or phenomena, and yet these chapters have extremely 

general titles, such as “Culture,” “Ideology,” “Architecture,” “Sentences,” et ce-

tera. What is the relation between the part and the whole? What is your view 

on mediation in the postmodern?

Jameson: It’s very interesting what you’re saying. Th ere’s a continuity be-

tween Th e Political Unconscious and Postmodernism, to be sure, but I think 

that in my work on postmodernism notions of mediation are replaced and 

redeveloped as the notion of allegory. It seems to me that it is allegory that 

is the dominant operative concept in the postmodernism book. It is as al-

legory that the universal and the particular in postmodernity are under-

stood to be related to each other. Allegory is then seen as a kind of parasitic 

form that undermines itself and is multiple. Th is kind of allegorical struc-

ture is, I think, quite diff erent from the old notion of a one-to-one rela-

tion, for example in Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress; for one thing it excludes 

personifi cation.

When a system wishes to do away with its universal elements, so that 

it can’t be recognized as a system, and when you come upon particulars in 

that system that would allow you to deduce the universal, or to make con-

nections to the universal again, those connections, I think, always have to 

be made allegorically, as in my reading of the Gehry House, for instance.
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danius: Th ere’s an obvious likeness to Adorno’s idea that the distance be-

tween part and whole must not be closed, that the detail or the part cannot 

and must not be reconciled, and that this tension must be preserved in the 

analytical process.

Jameson: Right. But allegory also means imperfect representation or 

the failure of representation. If you have the notion of the symbol, then 

you think that you can imagine a particular and a universal that combine 

in some perfect way and give a successful and full representation. Al-

legory means that it’s always necessarily a failure; it always breaks down. 

Th ere is an impulse to join these two, but fi nally the particular is being 

linked to a universal that does not exist, but on the other hand, the par-

ticular itself has no existence without the universal. So allegory is a much 

more self- undermining form in this period than anything in the modern 

period, which of course also knew the crisis of representation but which 

thought that it could build these vast architectonic things that, like Joyce’s 

Ulysses, unite the part and the whole. I have attempted to keep this process 

open, all the while knowing that the process can’t be a successfully com-

pleted one.

jonsson: So any account of the cultural production in late capitalism 

would have to operate with the notion of allegory?

Jameson: Yes, I think so. I think that all of cultural production today 

has to somehow obscurely acknowledge this problem. One of the things 

I try to do in this new book, Th e Geopolitical Aesthetic, is to show that 

all of those allegorical mediations are present in mass culture. Anybody 

who tries to think about the process is bound to be involved in this problem 

of the allegorical, the dilemma of the allegorical, although one doesn’t need 

to be refl exively aware that this is an issue. To think about the possibilities 

of representation today is automatically to raise this issue. Insofar as that is 

also a central issue in the modern period and in modernism, people today 

may have a false sense of the continuities between the two periods. Any-

body who is aware of problems of representation today is essentially talking 

about allegory. Th ere were a number of people in the modern who already 

anticipated the problem as it presents itself to us, Walter Benjamin, for ex-

ample. I think one can go back to certain modernist works and see much 

more substantial anticipations of these issues back then, because despite 

discontinuities there are also continuities, and there’s a way in which the 
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structure of capital in general is allegorical. But we are talking about a very 

unique and intensifi ed version of that today. I would say that, for example, 

Deleuze’s works certainly turn on this, although allegory is not a word he 

uses. I think the economists also have to confront this, except that they 

don’t use the same language that we do, and perhaps they wouldn’t even 

be grateful to us if we explained to them that the problem they are dealing 

with is allegory!

Notes
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Interview with Xudong Zhang

zhang: My fi rst question concerns the overall outlook of your theoretical 

language and the constitution of your methodology. It is a common view that 

you combined Marxism and structuralism—not structuralism per se but the 

general emphasis on language and textuality since the so-called linguistic 

turn—to make these things indispensable to one another in your critical 

practice. Is this picture misleading? Could you explain the way in which these 

dimensions become intertwined in the development of theory in general and 

in your own interventions in particular?

Jameson: Several things have to be said. First of all, what we have called 

structuralism or theory in the largest sense, ranging from psychoanalysis 

to linguistics and everything else, not as a precise term but as a general 

historical term, emerged within the Marxist problematic. If we limit our-

selves to France, the dominant French thought right aft er the Second World 

War was, of course, existentialism. But it very quickly became existential 

Marxism. And that was the point at which structuralism as a problematic 

began to emerge. I do not mean the structuralist position— particularly 

that language is the ultimate determining instance—but the question as 

to the relationship of language to other social levels emerges from the 

Marxist framework, which did not yet have an answer for it. I would say 

in general that you could probably show that all the specifi c themes of 

poststructuralism emerged from the Marxist problematic, which was at 

that point attempting to arrive at a more refi ned notion of culture and 

ideology.

I also want to add something else: Th e other important infl uence I have 

Th is interview was conducted at the 1995 MLA convention in Chicago. It fi rst appeared 

as Xudong Zhang, “Marxism and the Historicity of Th eory: An Interview with Fredric 

Jameson,” New Literary History 29:3 (1998): 353–83. © Th e University of Virginia. Reprinted 

with permission of  Th e Johns Hopkins University Press.
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been interested in lately is that of Brecht, because Brecht’s  appear-ance at 

the Th éâtre des Nations in Paris in 1954 was really a very decisive event. Bre-

cht was not normally thought of as a philosopher or theoretician. But his 

dialectic also set an agenda that would turn out to be poststructuralism—

something in particular to be called antihumanism. In Brecht you have the 

simultaneous attack on the bourgeois classical tradition that Lukács, for 

example, defended, as well as on the socialist humanist tradition of which 

Lukács was obviously also a proponent. Th en this  antihumanism was fur-

ther developed by people like Althusser—Althusser wrote something on 

Brecht incidentally, so there was a direct connection. So the point I want 

to make is that you can certainly read various poststructuralist texts out-

side their history for their immediate truth value, but if you want to put 

them in context to see how the problematic was developed, then you have 

to look at the larger Marxist framework. In a country like France aft er the 

war, an overwhelming percentage of the intellectuals thought they were 

Marxist. At any rate, at least they found the Marxist problematic—class 

struggle, modes of production, how to connect base and superstructure, 

what the nature of ideology is, what representation is—essential to their 

programs.

Another thing to be said about this fi rst point is that it also explains 

why, surprisingly for some, we get this intervention of Derrida, in his book 

Spectres of Marx.1 It is because, I think, now that France has de-Marxifi ed, 

and many fewer intellectuals consider themselves Marxist, the great theo-

reticians—this is true for Deleuze, too, although, unfortunately, he did not 

have time to write his Marx book, but it is also true for others—understand 

more acutely how their own framework built on the Marxist problematic 

(again I do not want to say Marxism). And I think what Derrida was trying 

to rescue there is a multiple thing: he is making commentaries on certain 

texts of Marx, he is making a political intervention in a situation in which 

there seem to be no radical alternatives. But I think he is also trying histori-

cally to save that base of Marxism from which he himself in an idiosyn-

cratic way emerged.

As to the problem of what the relationship is in specifi c cases, I believe 

this has to do with the nature of theory itself. Th eory emerging aft er the end 

of great philosophical systems, in a kind of market environment, has tended 

to become a set of name brands. If that seems too frivolous to say, then we 

can say that theory exists as named theories, as specifi c idiolects or private 

languages. Th e whole point of the philosophical system is to take a mass 

of ideas in the air of all kinds and give them a single coherent language, a 
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 unifi ed conceptuality and set of terms and categories. In that sense, the end 

of philosophy means that no one thinks such coherence is possible any more. 

Th is means that we have to speak all these theoretical languages all at the 

same time. Th ere really is no way to synthesize them into a master lan-

guage, nor is there even a desire to do so. I think this situation then creates 

some of the appearances you are alluding to; it looks for one minute that 

we are  talking about Marxist language, but suddenly you begin to sound 

like a Jakobsonian structuralist, or a Lévi-Straussian, or a Lacanian, and so 

forth. I am oft en accused of eclecticism in this respect, but I think we have 

to think about it in terms of language. It is as though we could say certain 

things sharply only in French, but what you can say sharply in German is 

less clear in French; you can say certain things in Chinese, but they don’t 

exactly work in French, and vice versa, and so on and so forth. So the ideal 

would be switching languages depending on the problems you are address-

ing, but obviously that is also next to impossible. Th at is why I believe there 

are far closer connections between the various Marxist problems and some 

of those poststructural languages with which at fi rst glance you do not see 

any relationship.

I guess it is very diffi  cult to pursue these discussions without some re-

construction of the historical development. I would like to hope that when 

I explain some of these complex issues for myself that this can also serve 

as an introduction to some of the more primary theoretical philosophical 

questions. But I have to keep the names there. If I just speak of these prob-

lems without the names, it would look as though I am claiming the ideas for 

myself. Th at is not the case.

zhang: Th e common perception is that you are both “French” and 

“German”: the French side being poststructuralist, and the German side 

dialectical—the Frankfurt School, and so on. Now you are saying that the 

“French” aspect is not purely linguistic or “theoretical” but also part of the 

Marxist problematic.

Jameson: Th at is right. It is an accident of my own background that I 

am fl uent in both French and German, and that I had contact with both 

national traditions as a student. I always found it as understandable as it is 

strange and deplorable when people take sides for the French against the 

German or for the German against the French. On the other hand, as I 

said before, I do not think syntheses are desirable. I also think that to bor-

row back and forth is not very successful. I am thinking in particular of 
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the  moment in the 1970s when Adorno became better known in France. 

Th en the so-called anti-identity side of Adorno—a German theme, so to 

speak—became enlisted in French poststructuralism’s attack on Marxism. 

Th at does violence to Adorno’s thought. But how you dialogue between po-

sitions is very complicated. You may recall the attempts of Habermas to 

talk to Foucault, or of Foucault to talk to Chomsky. Except on basic po-

litical and cultural matters, a simple dialogue between these languages 

is not possible. I am Eurocentric to the degree that I believe that the 

French and the German are the two great philosophical-theoretical tradi-

tions. I happen to have been formed in that atmosphere in which Anglo-

American thought—empiricism and common language philosophy and 

Wittgenstein and logical positivism—was really in some sense an obsta-

cle for me. All those philosophical positions seemed to me to constitute 

a “resistance to theory,” as Paul de Man puts it. Th erefore it is oft en ob-

jected that I am not suffi  ciently hospitable to these things, even though they 

have included interesting thoughts, beginning with Peirce in the Anglo-

American tradition. But my basic frames of reference remain French and 

German.

zhang: A brief interruption: It is very helpful for you to point out the histor-

ical moment and situation in which your theoretical interventions emerged. 

Bearing in mind the readership outside the West, there is still a tendency to 

read any positions in terms of a division among conservatism, liberalism, and 

radicalism. Would you like to say something about the relationship between 

Marxism and liberalism—the latter being both an intellectual tradition and 

a cold war ideology—in postwar Europe and America?

Jameson: Well, I think whatever Soviet communism was, the liberal 

 position in the West since the end of the war was very largely defi ned as 

social democracy, that is, as anticommunism and as anti-Marxism. Th ere-

fore, for many of us, this liberalism discredited itself. Now there is a revival 

of certain kinds of liberalism which is relatively less tainted because they 

do not have to be anti communist any more, whatever their deeper political 

commitments. But I think that one must understand that most of us ex-

pected nothing productive from that essentially cold war liberalism, which 

essentially colored Anglo-American philosophy.

zhang: You understand by asking this question I am curious not so much 

about the structural relationship between Marxism and liberalism but about 
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the habit for many to see things in terms of a position taking between radical-

ism, liberalism, and conservatism.

Jameson: I understand that. It is a matter of existential politics. But it 

would be best to begin with the philosophical questions themselves and 

only later to decide if these are liberal positions, radical positions, or con-

servative positions, because all these poststructuralist themes and prob-

lems can be infl ected in a number of directions. While it is essential that 

at the end of the line political judgments be made, I think the problem 

initially should be analyzed and discussed in terms of their inherent, im-

manent conceptuality. Th e same would be true for works of art. I have al-

ways stood for political, social, and historical readings of works of art, but 

I  certainly do not think that you start that way. You start with aesthetics, 

purely aesthetic problems, and then, at the term of these analyses, you end 

up in the political. People have said about Brecht that, for example, when-

ever in Brecht you started with aesthetics, by the time you came to the end, 

you came to politics; and whenever you started with politics, at the end you 

came to aesthetics. I think that is a much more desirable rhythm for these 

analyses. But that of course makes my positions sometimes very ambigu-

ous for people, because they want a political message right away, whereas I 

am interested in going through the problems or the aesthetic form in order 

eventually to get to a political judgment.

zhang: A particular fi gure to mention here might be Heidegger. What is 

Heidegger’s role in the constitution of philosophical-theoretical operations, 

both in Marxism historically and in your own case?

Jameson: It depends on the national situations. I studied in Germany in 

the early 1950s. Heidegger had not been allowed to teach again until 1951. Th e 

Germany I knew was intellectually Heideggerian. Th e Frankfurt School’s 

infl uence came only much later. Meanwhile, in France, he had French dis-

ciples. Th e French soldiers who captured him in the woods around Freiburg 

gave him a cigarette and then asked for his autograph. Nonetheless, the 

penetration of Heidegger in France aft er the war was much slower. Later, 

we would have to mention Derrida, who clearly placed a certain Heidegger 

on the agenda. But this was not the Heidegger that the Germans knew, not 

the ontological Heidegger. Rather, this was the  destruction-of-metaphysics 

Heidegger, who played a diff erent role. To think of Derrida as a Heideg-

gerian is a very odd thing, because he certainly does not take ontological 



176 jameson on jameson

 positions of the Heideggerian type. He is not interested in ontology. For 

him, that is the more deplorable side of Heidegger. But Heidegger is es-

sential to the operation of deconstruction because of the historical prob-

lems—essentially problems in the history of philosophy—which were also 

posed by him. So it is very complicated. I think Heidegger is now gone in 

Germany, a country now massively, almost completely, dominated intellec-

tually by Habermas. Of course there are now American Heideggerians, and 

this is a thriving industry. New manuscripts are still coming out. My own 

formation is Sartrean; therefore there was a lot of Heidegger I did not need, 

because Sartre’s version was selective and to my mind more “advanced” (in 

the way it posed the problem of the other, for example, or in the originality 

of its relationship to psychoanalysis).

I would like to add, though, that I think there is a part of Heidegger 

which is very consistent with Marxism. Th is is the so-called pragmatic 

Heidegger: the Heidegger of the tool, of work and production. Th is is the 

phenomenology of daily life, which for all kinds of historical and philo-

sophical reasons was never part of Marxism. It is an empty framework or 

square in the whole Marxist problematic that was not developed. Indeed, 

the Althusserians, for example, thought that the notion of everyday life was 

ideological. So the pragmatic side of Heidegger becomes very attractive as 

a basis for the Marxian notion of praxis. Some of that was also present in 

Sartre in a diff erent form. Sometimes in Heidegger’s Sein und Zeit [Being 

and Time] that whole analysis of Dasein as active fi rst and contemplative 

or epistemological only later on seems to me to be very useable within a 

Marxist framework.

zhang: How do you describe the presence of Heidegger in your own lan-

guage? Or, is there any?

Jameson: When I studied in Germany I read some of Heidegger 

fairly intensively, although I was much more interested in Sein und Zeit, 

the so-called existential Heidegger, than the later, “ontological Heidegger.” 

I have always admitted that I found Heidegger’s ontology very attractive, 

provided that it is understood to be a Utopian one rather than a descrip-

tion. I think this is the problem of all phenomenology, by the way. It is a 

Utopia rather than a description of our alienation, of what we actually live. 

But then there is a big problem in Heidegger, which is the whole notion 

of modernity and technology. It seems to me that this problem does not 

achieve a philosophical solution in Heidegger. It marks a problem he never 
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adequately solved. Th e famous Ge-stell was so enigmatic that I do not think 

that anybody has really cracked that nut and found a concept there, let alone 

a translation. I think it is a place Heidegger wishes desperately to think. Ob-

viously the postmodern framework, and this new technology of cybernet-

ics, makes it more urgent to try to think this in diff erent ways, which to be 

sure Heidegger could never have encountered. So I guess I could say that at 

various moments of my life I have been a Heidegger fellow traveler! But I 

cannot say that this was the strongest infl uence on my own work, except for 

this notion of activity, production, praxis, and so forth.

zhang: So the perceived Heideggerian moment in your work, when you use 

terms such as Being and deconcealment, should be understood in Utopian 

terms.

Jameson: Yes, exactly. Th ere they can serve as a very dramatic way to 

mark the space of Utopia. But it is not the only language I would use. And of 

course ontology has its disadvantages. From a Utopian perspective, a “be-

ing” is essentially the individual human being and the being of Nature, so 

the social is evacuated from those later things, along with the future, in 

ways that are less than useful for us.

zhang: Recently there seems to be some interest in fi guring out your career 

or intellectual development, which for many remains miraculous in some 

senses. For instance, in the preface to your Geopolitial Aesthetics, Colin Mac-

Cabe describes your career in a very interesting way. He says that you spent 

more than two decades working out your theoretical premises “patiently”; 

and, once that was achieved, it was replaced by a “riot of cultural analyses.” 

He describes it in a way in which yours seems to be a very deliberate self-

 design and personal strategy.

Jameson: I was very gratifi ed by Colin’s essay, which I think is one of 

the few that has really given an overall picture of my work. I do suspect 

that Colin wishes to downplay its more specifi cally Marxist side and politi-

cal elements. I wouldn’t necessarily tell the story that way myself, although 

I can see that the story he tells has a certain persuasiveness. I would not 

myself start like that. I would say that between methodological questions 

there are always tensions which open onto larger philosophical problems. 

Ultimately, this goes to the base and superstructure problem if you like, 

that is to say, how you link culture and consciousness to the context or to 
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the situation. It is the tension between those dimensions that set the terms 

for the reading of any individual text. So when one talks about the “riot 

of cultural analyses,” the same thing can be said about my literary work. 

Th at is, there is a tension between a whole methodological-philosophical 

side of things and the reading of the individual, literary text, just as much 

as between that and the reading of any specifi c mass-cultural text. So the 

problem is not one of passing from a general canonical or literary set of pre-

occupations into some more mass-cultural, cultural studies environment. 

I seem to have written more on fi lms and mass-cultural things in the past 

few years. But actually I have several very long literary analyses that have 

not been published. I think the two kinds of texts demand very diff erent 

approaches, which I would not necessarily want to combine. But the real 

problem, the real alternation here is between the general and the particular, 

between specifi c readings and the more general theoretical approach. I am 

not sure that I would say that fi rst I took care of my theoretical problems 

and then I moved on to those specifi c analyses. In this new global capital-

ism, in this age of postmodernity, the older theories that one invoked for 

the earlier world of modernity must now also be rethought. I consider that 

the theoretical and speculative task, and it is by no means fi nished and done 

with, allowing one simply to do readings. Rather, it is also an ongoing one, 

which surely demands further elaboration.

zhang: What is implied here, other than a career design, might be some-

thing like this: conceptually, you can still for a moment concentrate on your 

theoretical-philosophical infrastructure, so to speak. Th en that infrastructure 

can serve as a sort of inner drive and mode of thinking, which motivate and 

navigate your journey through a fragmented terrain.

Jameson: Th e notion in Th e Political Unconscious of the three levels of 

context, the three frameworks—historical, political, economic—in which 

one can focus a concrete context implies that you could work on an im-

mediate social-historical level (then you might be talking about the whole 

rollback of the welfare state). You could also talk in the larger context, the 

class dynamics, which are slower and include the history of classes, their 

memory of their struggles and their defeats. Th en, fi nally, you can talk on 

this most abstract and totalizing level of the mode of production. So, al-

ready, in that notion of the three levels, there was implicit the sense that the 

context was not only the here and now politically but could be approached 

in somewhat longer time frames. I use there, maybe without saying so, 
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Braudel’s idea of multiple temporalities and longer or shorter durées. I do 

not oft en write in terms of specifi c political struggles, partly because works 

of art take somewhat longer to write and to put together anyway. It is only 

in mass culture that you get a more immediate kind of response. But there 

is a time lag involved even in those most ephemeral cultural statements. 

I certainly admire the people whose task is immediate cultural and politi-

cal commentary. I am not sure I am best qualifi ed to do that kind of work, 

particularly because my formation is not in American Studies but in other 

languages and national cultures.

I also want to add a rather diff erent kind of remark about what Lukács 

has meant to me. One of the things that Lukács taught, and one of the most 

valuable, I think, is that the form of work of art—and I would include the 

form of mass-cultural product—is a privileged place in which one can ob-

serve social conditioning and thus the social situation. And sometimes 

form is the place where one can best observe that concrete social context 

more adequately than in the fl ow of daily events and immediate historical 

happenings. I guess I would resist the idea that I start with aesthetics, then 

I look around for some historical context, and then put them together, even 

though Marxist analysis has oft en been understood in those terms. And 

there is a truth in this, because we are attempting to look at the aesthetic 

and extra- or nonaesthetic simultaneously. Th at oft en makes for a slippage 

between these two realms. I think the clumsier Marxist analyses do tend to 

take this form of a break in the essay in which, fi rst, you put all the social 

facts, and then, you turn to the work and talk about form and ideology 

(or vice versa). Th at in principle ought to make writing Marxist analyses 

interesting, because there is a fundamental formal problem in writing such 

essays that demands to be solved; there are no ready-made solutions in 

advance. But I think what Lukács meant to me is that ideally, one should 

somehow get to the content through the forms.

To that I would add something else. Th e diff erence between Lukács and 

this humanism that Brecht attributed to him in its negative sense is that 

Lukács always talked about achieved form, successful form. It seems to me 

rather that we have to look at failures of form, the impossibility of certain 

kinds of representation in a certain context, the fl aws, limits, obstacles, 

which become the clue to the social truth or social meaning, and not so 

much canonical achievement in that old Lukácsian sense.

zhang: When you say that, do you have in mind the mass cultural prod-

ucts or the avant-garde “work of art”?
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Jameson: What makes the matter of determinate representational fail-

ure interesting is that it happens to both. I think the most interesting way 

to look at mass-cultural debates is precisely through just these failures 

grasped as formal failures and formal impossibilities. Of course, we can 

also talk about failures, formal fl aws, and constraints in so-called high lit-

erature. Th at would be the point, I think, in which what is to me a more 

adequate kind of cultural studies would not feel obliged to choose between 

literature and the canon, on the one hand, and television and pop music, on 

the other. It seems to me that these are dialectically parts of a nonunifi ed 

fi eld (“two halves that don’t add up,” Adorno called it). Th e most interesting 

comments on both sides are made by those who are, like people hesitating 

between France and Germany, committed to both rather than to taking 

sides for one or the other: as though one were elitist, and the other populist. 

I understand why that is done. Sometimes I feel that way myself. But I do 

not think that is ultimately a very productive attitude.

zhang: I think your readers would understand very well that both the 

 social-political and the aesthetic-theoretical are constant in your critical in-

tervention. And that is one of the most persuasive aspects of your work. But 

I am wondering if the “theoretical moment” in your career can be seen as a 

moment of intensifi cation, a process of encoding in which you acquired not 

only a style or philosophical form but also power; subjectivity, some kind of 

organizing principle, which now enables you to engage the fi eld at a diff er-

ent level, given that your position is perceived as a privileged one, meaning 

that when everybody gets stuck in a schizophrenic world, you still maintain a 

certain kind of coherence, continuity, and energy, the politics of which is not 

determined only by your immediate social-cultural location. Does that have 

to do with the “decades” of theoretical mortifi cation, so to speak?

Jameson: Th ere, too, we have to make a historical remark. Th e theoreti-

cal books [Marxism and Form and Th e Prison-House of Language] which 

precede the later textual analyses (in McCabe’s view) were written at a time 

when neither of these two traditions [the French and the German critical 

traditions] were very well known in the Anglo-American world. So my task 

was partly to introduce and popularize these things. But then with transla-

tion, with wider dissemination and the greater theoretical sophistication 

that the American intellectuals began to acquire in the 1970s and 1980s, that 

particular kind of project was no longer necessary.

Th e second point is that for me the practical readings have only been 



With xudong zhang 181

interesting insofar as they contain a theoretical development. Th at is why 

this connection between theory and interpretation has always been very 

close. It is an odd fact, a strange paradox, that just because you are excited 

about an object does not mean that you are qualifi ed to write well about it. 

One would think that one would always have something to say if you are 

interested. Th ere are great cultural journalists whom I very much admire 

and whose gift  is to respond immediately to all their situations and objects. 

But for me, the works that I have felt empowered to write about are always 

ones that allowed me to focus on a specifi c theoretical problem. I think the 

reverse is also true. Th at is, even though sometimes it does not seem that 

way, the theoretical problems that interested me are the ones that ultimately 

had a connection to interpretations of specifi c texts. Th ere is a whole range 

of philosophical problems that do not interest me at all because they do not 

bear on this. Th at may also have something to do with this connection you 

are talking about.

As for the motive for the speculations on postmodernism and post-

modernity, I would say that before the 1980s, historical contexts seemed 

more clear and stable than they began to be in the 1980s and 1990s. When 

I began to think about these things, at least what I described as postmod-

ern suddenly seemed to be connected up with some very basic structural 

changes in infrastructure, in the economic, in globalization, and so forth. 

Th at then again gave me a coherent framework to look at all these things as 

manifestations of the larger cultural logic or experience of the period.

zhang: But this framework of periodization is basically a Marxist one.

Jameson: Yes, of course. I consider this essentially a Marxist periodiza-

tion. I have colleagues and comrades who feel that acknowledging the 

postmodern amounts to giving in to the most frivolous tastes generated by 

capitalism. But I think of the notion of periodization in terms, fi rst, of real-

ism, the relatively limited national framework of capitalism; then, of im-

perialism, this larger global—not yet global in our sense, but larger, world-

wide—expansion of capitalism; and fi nally, of a new globalized capitalism. 

I think these are stages in the evolution of capital, and their conception is 

profoundly Marxist. Th at is why I am oft en pleased when people try with 

some embarrassment to avoid terms like late capitalism, because that shows 

that they understand that such terms are at base political ones and imply 

political positions. Th ere is then the accusation that I do not think enough 

in terms of class. Th at may be so for certain kinds of things. But I believe 
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that class, class dynamics, and class struggles are always present. Only to-

day they take very complicated forms. Th ere is no clear-cut working-class 

ideology. Th ere is no clear-cut ruling-class ideology either. It is a more com-

plicated game. I would not want to say that Marx was an economic deter-

minist, but for me the important historical, original, unsurpassable thing 

about Marx and Marxism is that it requires you somehow to include the 

economic. It requires you to work back in such a way that you fi nally touch 

economic structures. If you limit yourself only to class, that can very rapidly 

turn into political considerations, considerations of power; then it begins 

to lose its connections to the economic structure. Th at is why I oft en felt 

hesitation about the emphasis on power coming out of Foucault and oth-

ers today, which I think sometimes is a little too easy. For me, the theory of 

the postmodern stage is an economic theory. If you do it right, you have to 

end up talking about capitalism. Th erefore, the coherence of my work comes 

from the stage we are in. Th e Marxist component comes from the ultimately 

economic dynamic of the stage.

zhang: In that particular sense, Marxism becomes a philosophy, or does it?

Jameson: No. Th is is the value of Derrida’s latest work [Spectres of Marx], 

which reminds us insistently that Marxism is not an ontology, and should 

be neither an ontology nor a philosophy. I agree with that. What is very 

peculiar about both Marx and Freud is that they are this thing which in the 

Marxist tradition is called a unity of theory and practice. Th at means that 

there is not a philosophical system of Marxism that you can write down; 

rather, there are some very important philosophical  implications and specu-

lations, which off er the construction of something like the presuppositions 

of a Marxist philosophy, such as we fi nd, for example, in Lukács’s History 

and Class Consciousness. I have even just now perversely suggested that 

Heidegger’s Sein und Zeit could be seen as having elements of a properly 

Marxist philosophy. But there are many other attempts. Th e deplorable 

mistake of the so-called Eastern, orthodox, or Soviet Marxism was the idea 

that you could have a full philosophical picture of the world called dialecti-

cal materialism that could be written down the way the old philosophical 

treatises were written down. You start with matter and move on to mind 

and society in an orderly fashion. I am very resistant to that notion. I can 

see why in loose terms one can still talk about various Marxist philosophies. 

But I would not want to think Marxism is a philosophy in that sense.

Now the other thing people sometimes do with this word is to say not 
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that Marxism is a philosophical system, but, even worse, that it is that 

rather diff erent thing: a philosophy of history. Th at objection demands a 

diff erent reply. Th ere is certainly an ambition to think history in Marxism, 

and I am very interested in the so-called philosophy of history—it seems 

to me that those are some of the most exciting texts we have, which range 

from bourgeois philosophies of history to Ibn Khaldun or St. Augustine or 

Th ucydides. I must feel generally that it is not quite right to call Marxism a 

philosophy of history in that sense either. But that is a diff erent matter from 

Marxism being a philosophical system.

zhang: You invented a now widely circulated term—metacommentary—to 

indicate a certain mode of cultural-intellectual production and intervention. 

Th e ground cleared by this notion is, in your case, and probably in the way 

this notion functions, reserved for Marxism. In that respect Marxism does 

not seem to be just another brand name in the market, at least not for those 

who write along that line. For others in the fi eld, it seems that you can always 

draw from a historical and theoretical source, from which they would rather 

disengage, but which allows you somehow to place yourself beyond the fi eld.

Jameson: You could say that in several ways. You could say that in terms 

of these theoretical discourses and, despite everything I have said about the 

various theoretical discourses, there is a Marxist theoretical position that 

is more privileged than others. But today there are a number of diff erent 

Marxist theoretical discourses, so one cannot really say that exactly. Is it, 

then, the survival of that older philosophical foundation which is for con-

temporary antifoundationalists suspicious? Th at would be so if Marxism 

altogether were a philosophy in their sense. I do not consider that accusa-

tion to be entirely accurate either. I would also want to say that there are 

probably people practicing metacommentary who do not know that what 

they are doing is Marxism. One does not have to be conscious of this intel-

lectual commitment to have a Marxist view of the world. Aft er all, Marxism 

has really suff used all the disciplines to the point where it is omnipresent 

and active without any longer being a separate fi eld or specialization.

As for the idea that I have some secret truth that nobody else has, well, 

the whole point of the public sphere is that you make your own interpreta-

tion, and then people take it or leave it; they fi nd it plausible or not plausible. 

Th e real problem is that a lot of the interpretations made today do not push 

things far enough and are thus not really in the running. Or else they are 

not aware of themselves as ideologies. I do think that there are Marxist 
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ideologies, that we are all ideological in our specifi c situations—national, 

personal, psychoanalytical, and so forth—which determine deep ideologi-

cal and classical commitments we are not always aware of, and this is true 

of Marxism as well. All the great Marxist thinkers, including Marx, came 

out of specifi c personal, class, and national situations. What they have pro-

duced, alongside what Marxism calls “science,” are a number of Marxist 

ideologies. I try to be interested in a range of those and move back and forth 

(between some of them). I am not sure how to describe my own personal 

view of Marxism, and am not particularly interested in turning it into an-

other brand-name ideology.

zhang: Does the view that Marxism has a certain power over other theo-

retical discourses have to do with its internal unity, its interest in “grand nar-

ratives” and “totality”?

Jameson: Let me try to answer that question by going back to the notion 

of theory being an idiolect or private language. My feeling is that if you 

are going to address a range of people formed in diff erent disciplines, you 

have to be able to translate these things and speak their language up to a 

certain point, even if you seek to undermine or criticize it. What I would 

like to propose is that this sort of belief or philosophy that people think 

they see unifying my work is, rather, a translation mechanism. I would 

like to defend the idea that Marxism is a far more subtle and supple mode 

of translating between these languages than most of the other systems. It is 

true that the great universal systems—Catholicism, for instance—had that 

capacity once. Th ere was great power in the way in which certain kinds of 

Catholic theologians, the Jesuits, for example, were able to pass from one 

philosophical language to another. Marxism is the only secular version of 

this capacity I know today. I do not think structural linguistics or semiotics 

has that ambition, (nor) was it successful; and there remains to be analyzed 

from a historical point of view the connection of the various semiotics with 

existentialism and Marxism. It is a very interesting historical story. But I 

think Marxism remains the only one of these translation techniques or ma-

chines that can encompass all these things.

If you want to say that this is a privileged thought mode, then it is be-

cause of this mediatory function, not because of some mythic idea of the 

“truth”! It is because you mediate between these various theoretical codes 

far more comprehensibly than anything these codes themselves allow. 

Žižek now wants to tell us that Lacanism is just such a translating code, 
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or better, one that includes the dialectic and Marxism. I have always been 

fascinated with Lacan, and I am certainly willing to toy with that idea, for 

which Žižek makes a persuasive case. Th e notion of mediation between 

these codes is the crucial one, not the truth power of one code or philoso-

phy—like Marxism—over the other. Reality takes care of truth; the codes 

are our business.

zhang: Th e purported “power” of Marxism, at least in the case of your 

work, might also have to do with the notion of productivity, with the way you 

absorb things and mediate between them theoretically. Many people might not 

have the opportunity, or interest, or energy, to encompass such an enormous 

space.

Jameson: Well, I suppose people tend to develop certain passions through 

their work, and once they have achieved the formal expression of these pas-

sions, they feel relatively exhausted. Maybe that gives a diff erent way for 

coming at this question. Th at is to say, my relationship with Marxism is 

not so much in terms of belief or truth but rather interest. Politics is, aft er 

all, the most interesting thing in life. It seems to me that it is politics and 

political commitment that gives one some perpetual drive to confront new 

problems. Many people on the Left  have become fatigued now at the end of 

Soviet communism because they do not know where that politics is going, 

and they turn back to invest in local “nontheoretical” issues. Whereas for 

me the question of what capitalism is, what alternatives to it are possible, 

remains a burning issue.

Th ings look very diff erent now than they did twenty years ago, so I have 

a continuing interest in retheorizing these things. I hope I do not come 

to a period where I am not interested in any of these problems any more. 

But that can happen to people. But I prefer to put it in terms of a kind of 

interest which drives one, rather than any preconceived notion of political 

engagement, because those vary and you are not always in a political situ-

ation where action is possible, where you know what the stakes are, and 

so forth, particularly at this time. Th e interest in connecting culture to 

the economic situation has for me been a constant, even though both of 

these things change and, the very nature and structure of that relationship 

changes.

zhang: Does that translating, mediating mechanism enclose a coding sys-

tem in itself and generate its own theoretical formulations?
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Jameson: It is a coding system, all right, but I think it is also a problem-

atic. I think one could look at a whole range of work I have done in terms 

of the central problematic that I continue to feel to be signifi cant. If it is a 

matter of dialogue with other theories, then we have a range of new theories 

today, from gender theory to postcolonialism, which demand theoretical 

engagement.

zhang: Th e reason why I am so persistent in getting an answer for that is 

this: for a Chinese reader looking at the world through the prism shaped to a 

considerable degree by “Western culture,” “Western scholarship,” or “Western 

theory,” any understanding of his or her own sociohistorical situation must be 

at the same time an understanding of the mechanism of that medium or that 

factor. In pursuing the historical truth, some kind of methodological “truth” 

tends to be dehistoricized to accommodate the need for fi guring out what is 

going on in the structure of the Western cultural-intellectual world. In that 

sense, your work—and probably the works of “Western Marxism” in gen-

eral—has been a preferred site because, for one thing, it seems to allow people 

to absorb things while maintaining a comprehensive critical subject position.

Jameson: Th is then becomes for me the problem of the dissemination 

of my own work in other national situations. I do believe in the primacy 

of the situation, and I also think it is very foolish to say that nations have 

disappeared. I think that there is today certainly much more give-and-take 

between intellectual communities. But it seems to me that intellectuals 

are anchored in their specifi c national situations. Th at would give one two 

ways of looking at this. One would be that the United States is the most 

advanced, but also the most brutal, form of contemporary capitalism. An 

American at this stage has a unique position as opposed to, let’s say, Euro-

peans—not to mention Chinese. I noticed in Germany, on my last visit, that 

there are a range of intellectual issues (about mass culture, for example) that 

Germans do not have to pose, or at least not yet. My perhaps  chauvinistic 

view is that Americans are obliged to confront more of these things than 

most other  national intellectuals, no matter how attractive one may fi nd the 

 intellectual climates somewhere else. Th at would be one thing.

Th e other thing is that I always conceive my work in a polemic way. 

Besides these theoretical investigations of culture and its mechanisms that 

you mentioned, as a Marxist one also has to confront other intellectual 

 ideologies. Th erefore I think that while, I am sure, in China today and in 

the Pacifi c Rim in general, a whole variety of diff erent ideological positions 
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are being developed, there is a way in which I have had to confront a whole 

range of these things here that may be rather diff erent from what, let’s say, 

a Chinese intellectual would have to face in the People’s Republic or Hong 

Kong or Taiwan. Th e enemies may be diff erent; the ideologies might in 

some cases be more developed, in some cases less. Th at gives everyone’s 

work a kind of situational specifi city.

We all have this nostalgia for the ideal form of the intellectual and the life 

of the intellectual, whose historical realization, for many people, is France. 

Th ere can still be a kind of nostalgia for the role of the French intellectual, al-

though that is in serious crisis right now. But that may account for what is pe-

culiar about my own work. Because in the pluralism in the United States that 

accompanied the emergence of theory in the literary, aesthetic, and cultural 

fi eld—something that has tended to be rather characteristic of the United 

States—there has oft en resulted a kind of small-group reaction in which you 

decide to work within a certain theory and avoid confronting other posi-

tions. Whereas I have felt, for better or worse—and sometimes I do it well 

and maybe sometimes not so well—that I really need to confront all of those 

other positions somehow. If you want to call it Marxism or the dialectic, 

when one does that by absorbing the languages from inside, showing their 

limits and so forth, then that may be a special feature of Marxism, as op-

posed to some of those other literary or cultural ideologies or philosophies.

zhang: Besides the ideal form of intellectual life and cultural activity, 

people, especially people in the non-Western societies, I suppose, are looking 

for an ideal form of representation or narrative, a mode of thinking as a way 

to organize your private and collective experiences, which might otherwise 

be utterly fragile and fragmented. Marxism seems also to promise some pos-

sibilities in these areas.

Jameson: Absolutely. I think that is the whole point of the narrative of 

postmodernity, and its relationship to late capitalism. Whatever is going on 

in the other parts of the world, in the Pacifi c Rim, for example, it seems to 

me that everyone in one way or another is caught in this force fi eld of late 

capitalism (automation, structural unemployment, fi nance capital, global-

ization, and so on). Th at then, it seems to me, is the organizing dynamic. 

One does not necessarily solve this fragmented reality in existential terms. 

One does not map that out or represent it by turning it from fragments 

into something unifi ed. One theorizes the fragmentary and symptomal 

interrelationship.
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It seems to me that this framework—and for me it is a historical frame-

work—is the one in which one best does that and best provides a coherent 

narrative even if it is a narrative that explains incoherence. Th is is what I 

think we have to do today. Th en we can come back to some of the things 

we have talked about, formal failure, for example. It is a mistake to imag-

ine that because there have been great and successful representational mo-

ments in the past, we have to struggle to make a new one now. It can oft en 

be the emphasis on the impossibility of representation that gives the clue 

and organizes things. I think my global narrative does both these things 

better than the other ones I know of, the narrative of liberalism, of the mar-

ket, or the various political narratives, of freedom and democracy, or of law 

and order, of belief and value, and so forth.

zhang: So the narrative of contemporary experiences does not necessarily 

provide a haven for renewed forms of interiority or unity, subjectivity, nostal-

gia, and collectivity. But all these things still seem to play a role, culturally as 

well as politically, in many situations.

Jameson: Yes. And if one goes on to use that kind of terminology, one 

can produce other formulations. If coherence is narrative, then—this is a 

 Lukácsian question for me—what do you do when you are faced with stub-

bornly, intransigently non- or antinarrative materials? Well, if you think 

about them dialectically, those get turned into narrative too, but not of the 

old type.

zhang: For readers in many places—China, for example—there still seems 

to be a die-hard habit to think that once you achieve a narrative, you are 

“closer” to the truth; and in order to achieve that narrative, you have to have 

a strong subjectivity.

Jameson: One has to say that coherence comes from the world, not from 

the Self. It is not by doing something to the Self, acquiring belief and con-

victions, that you can make the world coherent. It is the world, capitalism, 

that produces both coherence and incoherence. Th erefore that is what one 

must focus on, and not on subjective resources of various kinds. Of course 

one has to invent a certain relationship to the Self in order to get rid of it.

zhang: Th is is not to say that languages or narratives do not “create” or 

invent new spaces and subject positions—in the fi eld of literary and cultural 
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studies in China, as well as in China Studies in the United States, for ex-

ample, new spaces and positions seem to be produced by diff erent theoretical 

discourses.

Jameson: But I do not know how we can produce these new things by an 

eff ort of the will. “Th e owl of Minerva fl ies at dusk.” Th at means that what 

one has to be alert to is the emergence of this new being-in-the-world. But 

that does not necessarily mean that by noticing it, articulating it, you can 

bring it further into being and you can have an eff ect on the world. I am not 

sure that individuals can produce the new out of themselves, even though 

they must always be vigilantly alert to it.

Another question is what to do with theory today. A complicated an-

swer, a Hegelian answer, to that is: what we oft en observe in the dialectic or 

opposition between subject and object is that the subject is part of the ob-

ject; the subject is being produced by the object. I would say the same thing 

about theory: that theory did not just come from nowhere, and then people 

liked these disembodied abstractions, took them over, and did awful things 

with them. Th eory came out of the situation. Th eory is an integral prod-

uct of this whole new late capitalist situation. So it is itself a newly emerg-

ing content and then, as an objective reality of the world, it undergoes its 

own autonomous development and reacts back on reality, makes changes 

in thought, in the university system, in the role of the intellectuals, in the 

production of culture, and so forth.

If one sees theory merely as just something subjectively willful over 

against this objective cultural, historical, and social reality that we know, 

then one is not thinking about theory historically. Th eory is part of that his-

torical situation. Th erefore the emergence of theory itself becomes a crucial 

cultural and historical question to be looked at. And I think this is being 

done more today than in the early period when all theory was new. But there 

are reasons why theory came into being; why, if you associate theory with 

poststructuralism, structuralism itself emerged. Th at was a many- leveled 

social and cultural event. It was not a whim or some subjective thing, given 

that even technology itself, very much including communication technol-

ogy, is also part of the social reality.

On the other hand, there has been this awful, indeed catastrophic, ten-

dency in Marxism to say that the New we want is the preconceived formula, 

which you the artist must now produce. In terms of the owl of Minerva 

fi gure, artists are a registering apparatus for the new reality. You can-

not predict in advance what they are going to do. Whenever you spot the 
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 emergence of something new, then that, for us intellectuals, becomes our 

object of study, and we can try to do something with that Novum. When it 

fails to emerge, then we go on as before. I think with theoretical production, 

it is not dissimilar. Just as the work of art is a registering apparatus, so is 

theory, and so was philosophy when it was still alive.

zhang: Does Marxism, being a more self-conscious registering apparatus, 

propose a new solution beyond the realm of instrumental reason, beyond the 

enclosure of “human desire and social engineering” as liberalism has seen it?

Jameson: Marxism is not a recipe. Th ere are certainly forms of  Marxism 

that do not do that well at all. I think, for example, just as a personal opinion, 

that the language of rationality is not very helpful. In German there are two 

words for rationality: Verstand and Vernunft . Th e limited or  instrumental 

rationality you are talking about is Verstand. Th e dialectical view that could 

encompass thought itself as part of the world is this larger thing called Ver-

nunft . I do not know if we can reach that right now: it is a very complex 

dialectical relationship of consciousness to the world. But the most crucial 

thing we can speak of in terms of art, perception, theory, and so on, is a 

certain technique of getting away from the Self and allowing the Self to 

become this registering apparatus, to pick up these things. I would not want 

to judge whether things are “rational” too quickly. Th e things themselves 

simply are; they exist in the world, they are real phenomena, therefore they 

have their historical origin and their ultimate explanation. But I do not 

think that the language of rationality or irrationality is a very eff ective way 

for evaluating them.

In the French 1970s, desire became a buzzword, not so much in Deleuze 

himself as in the people inspired by him. All these things seem to me to go 

back to some attempt to fi nd a single-shot explanation for things, to fi nd the 

ultimate motive: power, economics, desire, the irrational, and so on. Th at is 

humanism. Th at is an attempt to make a theory of human nature. Whereas 

the emphasis on the situation means that the world has a logic and rhythms 

of development that are mostly very mysterious to all of us individually or 

nationally. But that situation is what we need to look at. Th en the language 

of ultimate motivations or ultimate drives becomes less helpful.

zhang: Being a product of modernity, Marxism tends to secularize and 

demystify. But isn’t Marxism also proposing its own notion of authenticity 

and totality?
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Jameson: Th e fi rst topic one wants to mention is religion. I have been 

rereading Kojève’s lectures on Hegel. He makes the point that Hegel is a 

radically atheist philosopher, but not an antireligious one. Because for him 

religions as such were existent, real social phenomena. Th ey do mystify so-

cial phenomena, but it is not (Hegel thought) by ignoring these phenom-

ena, by treating them as delusion or sheer error or superstition (in the En-

lightenment fashion), that one gets all the way through them and comes 

out the other side. I think that contemporary religion is very interesting. 

For example, there are all kinds of reasons why Islamic fundamentalism 

has been able today, in the absence of socialism, to stand as this funda-

mental alternative to the American way of life. Yet I suspect that the new 

religious movements are of a rather diff erent type than the great, older, all-

encompassing religions of older modes of production.

Coming back to Europe, the more specifi c question is that the mo-

ment of the Utopian is crucial. We are talking about the dialectic of 

ideology and Utopia. Demystifi cation is always valuable, even when it 

is done by people who have no social vision. It is obviously always use-

ful and always painful—it does not work unless it is painful—to demys-

tify the illusions that we all have all the time, in our own individual heads 

and those fl oating through society. Marxism was certainly a very pow-

erful form of demystifi cation, and can always still be one in as much as 

the economic is what  bourgeois people least want to think about, and 

class is something they would always rather ignore. Th ere is always a job 

for a more specifi cally Marxist form of demystifi cation of all those atti-

tudes. But unless that demystifi cation is linked to the vision or the attempt 

to envision an alternate society altogether, unless there is a Utopian compo-

nent or drive which is linked to the drive to demystify, then it seems to me 

that the most productive possibilities of demystifi cation are not achieved. 

Rather than say that Marxism has another, semireligious agenda along-

side of demystifi cation, it seems to be that one must see the two drives as 

linked.

But I think there is a diff erence between, let’s say, most of the things we 

consider to be religious in this historical moment and in this daily life and 

the Utopian ethos of the future, which you can call a kind of religion if you 

like, but which is also essentially political. Maybe those little Heideggerian 

moments in my work try violently or forcefully to reinject that Utopian 

thing alongside the other deconstructive, demystifying operations. My 

feeling is that it is only that larger, Marxian Utopian drive that can compete 

with various religious impulses. Is the market Utopian? Well, to be sure, in 
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some intellectual ways, but I think that is not a Utopia that is really avail-

able for very many people on this planet now.

I also want to say that I greatly respect liberation theology and its equiv-

alents in the other great religions. Th ere are reasons why it has been a more 

eff ective way of motivating social politics in some countries than certain 

forms of Marxism. But I would prefer the terminology of the Utopian. Th en 

you have to remember the whole tradition of vulgar Marxism and  Stalinism 

and their relationships to various diff erent religious movements. Th at is a 

sorry history which has left  its mark. So that for many people Marxism is 

this narrowly defi ned Enlightenment rationality which excludes religion 

and even the Utopian. I do not happen to see it that way at all. And indeed, 

some great Marxist philosophers have made the connections: Ernst Bloch 

is the most obvious reference, but there are others.

zhang: But you refuse to think of Utopia in terms of humanism, is that 

right?

Jameson: Well, the meaning of those words slips and slides. I think the 

narrower target of Althusserianism, and of Brecht, the attack on the Soviet 

idea of the great bourgeois tradition, or indeed on bourgeois thought itself, 

is something rather diff erent. At least in the West, humanism is organized 

around notions of the coherence of the individual, the value of the autonomy 

of the individual experiences. Th e whole movement of  poststructuralism 

against the autonomous subject is a critique of the philosophical refl exes of 

just such a humanist individualism and forces us to re-envision the ideol-

ogy of what is called collectivity, community, and so on. But now, of course, 

there is what is called communitarianism, which is a relatively more right-

wing humanism of collectivity, and also deserves to be criticized in perhaps 

a very diff erent fashion.

zhang: You have explained the socio-political nature of Marxism. But in 

China, Marxism—to be precise, Western Marxism—is viewed, fi rst of all, as 

an aesthetic protest against the reifi cation and vulgarization of mass society 

and, by implication, of “totalitarian” society too. Th e moment and the way 

in which Western Marxism was introduced into China in the 1980s—one ex-

ample is Liu Xiaofeng’s Poeticized Philosophy (1986), in which people like 

Adorno and Marcuse were discussed side by side with Schelling, Hölderlin, 

Heidegger, and so on—made it a more “poetic” and therefore a more appeal-

ing mode of thinking than other competing theoretical discourses from the 



With xudong zhang 193

contemporary West. How would you characterize the “poetic”—if not “exis-

tential”—aspect of Marxism?

Jameson: Th ere has certainly been a strong, interesting attempt to repo-

sition Schelling as a source of a certain Marxism, in the work of Manfred 

Frank and of Žižek, for example. I think the eff ort involves the construction 

of Utopian features of Marxism. Th at is, it is an attempt to escape from the 

narrowly economic stuff  and precisely to extend Marxism to an existential 

or poetic vision of how the world could be felt and how human beings could 

live in it. To that degree, it is greatly to be valued.

But again, one has to look at the infl uences of such kinds of poetic 

Marxism as you call it; one must look at the infl uences historically, at its 

moment of emergence. Certainly there was a reason in the American 1960s 

for the resonance that Marcuse’s work took on. His theories become politi-

cal, but in some broader sense. Th at is, one does politics on a number of 

levels—some are immediately economic, like the strikes in France a few 

years ago. But one crucial kind of politics is the vision of an alternative. 

Th ere were reasons why people needed to develop this Utopian vision, why 

it becomes politically important in a specifi c national situation, where it has 

its own specifi c political, social, and historical function. I think that one has 

constantly to replace these things in their historical context and see what 

their ideological functions were.

It seems to me that this kind of metaphysical vision is oft en very impor-

tant. But that does not mean that is the only kind of thinking or analysis or 

politics one has to do. In a situation in which life seems reduced to ratio-

nalization, technology, and market realities, it becomes a very important 

priority to reassert the other Utopian features of what the transformation 

of the world will mean.

zhang: So far, it seems to me, you have been focusing on the objective side 

of Marxism defi ned by its relationship to the situation. How about the active, 

to avoid the term subjective, side of this powerful mechanism for mapping 

something out, for narrative presentations? I guess this points to the question 

of the dialectic.

Jameson: Th e question of the dialectic is very complicated. Th ere have 

been Marxisms—Althusser’s, for example—that thought we should get rid 

of this idea altogether, partly because it was too idealistic, or perhaps too 

complicated to explain. I think that, fi rst, there are a number of forms that 
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the dialectic can take. It seems abusive, except in a philosophy seminar, to 

speak of the dialectic.

Also, I think the dialectic has never been fully realized. Th at is, there is 

this massive corpus of Hegelian writings, and also Marx’s equally massive 

but much more fragmentary writings. I would prefer to see the dialectic in 

a Utopian way as a thought mode of the future, rather than as something 

that once existed in the 1820s in Berlin or the 1870s in London. I think that 

would be simpler and more useable ways of talking about the dialectic. 

I see maybe three of those that interest me right now. One would be an em-

phasis on the logic of the situation, rather than the logic of the individual 

consciousness or reifi ed substances like society. Th e emphasis on the logic 

of the situation, the constant changeability of the situation, its primacy and 

the way in which it allows certain things to be possible and others not: that 

would lead to a kind of thinking that I would call dialectical.

Th en, there is the matter of the so-called philosophy or dialectic of his-

tory. Th ere, too, the dialectic is a kind of constant, undermining or demys-

tifying of various historical narratives already in place, including some 

of the Marxist ones, like the inevitability of socialism. It would not be an 

elimination of causality because I think that narrative and causality go 

together, and that narrative logic is causal logic. But the dialectic would 

certainly involve an undermining of the received forms of narrative and 

historical causality. Because if you look at Marx’s Eighteenth Brumaire of 

Louis Bonaparte, you do not see syntheses in any simple form. Instead, you 

see a bewildering number of new and more complex social and historical 

causalities correcting those simpler ways in which people tell themselves 

stories about history.

Th e third feature is an emphasis on contradiction. If one insists on that, 

then one is always dialectical whether one knows it or not, whether one has 

a philosophical approach or not. It seems we all have an existential stake 

in not seeing contradictions. We would like things to be stable, we would 

like to think that time was this habit of presence that has played its role in 

contemporary theory. We would like to think that we are unifi ed subjects, 

and that the problems we face are representational and thus relatively easy 

to think through. If at every moment in which we represent something to 

ourselves in a unifi ed way we try to undo that and see the contradictions 

and multipli cities behind that particular experience, then we are thinking 

dialectically.

Th ere are obviously many more pragmatic ways of describing how the 

dialectic operates in terms of the way we think of the concrete situation, in 
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terms of the way we think of history, and in terms of the way we think of 

reality.

zhang: Th e way you describe the operation of the dialectic, especially the 

entanglement between things that themselves become the form of thinking, 

reminds me of Benjamin’s allegorical mapping of the Parisian space (which is 

itself reminiscent of Marx’s Eighteenth Brumaire). What is the relationship 

between the dialectic and allegory? For Adorno, the Benjaminian mode was 

“undialectical.”

Jameson: I guess one should make some proposals. First of all, a lot 

of people have described the dialectic by asserting that the dialectic is a 

method rather than a system. In one sense I agree and have sometimes said 

so myself. But it is also very misleading, because when you say method, 

you think that all you have to do is learn some recipe: something you could 

learn, and use over and over again, remaining in the truth. Th e dialectic is 

not a method in that sense yet, even though there is something of the spirit 

of a method in it.

Now, as to allegory, I think that is something else: a mode of represen-

tation. Th e reason why allegory is important is that even though we talk 

about holding to the situation in its historical changeability, trying to 

break through old narratives of change and seeing fresh ones and perceiv-

ing  contradictions, none of these targets were really objects to begin with. 

Th erefore there is the second problem of how you would describe those phe-

nomena, how you model your consciousness of them if they are not really 

things. Th at is where allegory comes in. Because it reminds us that even if 

we believe in the situation, the situation is not a realistic thing for us to make 

a simple representation of; even if we believe in narrative, the perception of 

sheer relationality is also not so easy. Saying that the world has a narrative 

structure does not mean that you can tell a simple story about it, or that 

there are representational techniques for translating realities into stories. 

Insisting on contradiction does not mean that anybody ever saw one, or 

that it would be easy to make a picture of whatever it is. So the insistence on 

allegory is an insistence on the diffi  culty, or even impossibility, of the rep-

resentation of these deeper and essentially relational realities. I hesitate to 

say impossibility not because it is not so—I do think that it is impossible to 

represent these things—but because the minute you say that, then you feed 

into some other ideologies about silence, ultimate unknowability, the chaos 

of the world, unrepresentability, indeterminacy, and so forth in all kinds of 
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undesirable ways. In short, theoretical defeatism. Allegory happens when 

you know you cannot represent something but you also cannot not do it.

zhang: But doesn’t your own notion of “cognitive mapping,” using the met-

aphor of one trying to fi gure out his or her situation and become orientated 

in the urban space, provide a bridge between the two realms of the dialectic 

and the allegorical?

Jameson: I have not thought about it that way, but it is an interesting 

formulation.

zhang: In your view, dialectical thinking cannot be a purely “intellectual” 

or speculative operation; it is a constant struggle, which involves economics, 

politics, personal history. . . .

Jameson: And your own ideologies. No, I agree. Th e mark of some suc-

cessful dialectic is shock, surprise, and the undermining of preconceived 

notions. You can glimpse the truth or the Real, but then your own ideologies 

seep back—your own illusions of the world, your own wish fulfi llments—and 

then you are out of truth again. Th ere psychoanalysis off ers a good analogy, 

teaching that the moment of truth is this fi tful, fl eeting, and painful thing, a 

contact you necessarily keep losing all the time and only fi tfully regain.

Th at is another reason why it is wrong to think of the dialectic as a phi-

losophy. Because presumably in a philosophy you can write down your 

truth once you have found it. Hegel thought he was doing that (or at least 

pretended to think so). Capitalism is a much more complicated thing than 

ontology. Marx knows that you cannot see Capital as such. His book then 

was a very interesting—as he says—literary experiment, a Darstellung: how 

you put this together in some form in order to gain a glimpse of the real; for 

if the dialectic is as I have described it, it cannot be a systematic philosophy 

of a representational kind.

zhang: For many Chinese readers, “cultural criticism” is primarily a 

Jamesonian notion, fi rst brought to them by your visit in 1985. Now “cultural 

studies” has started to gain currency in parts of academia in China, Taiwan, 

and Hong Kong. What are the relationship and diff erence between them?

Jameson: I think the best way to begin is to say that, taken narrowly, in 

the United States, cultural studies is a new discipline. It is a new place that 
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younger scholars have opened in order to investigate a whole range of what we 

used to call mass-cultural phenomena, all the way from music to television, 

from gender to forms of power, ethnicity, and so forth; and it has been a very 

important opening, allowing intellectuals to grapple more intensely with 

new forms of everyday life that have emerged in so-called postmodernity.

For other countries—and again the national situation plays a role—

 cultural studies seems to be something rather diff erent in terms of cultural 

history, including the literary phenomena, the past, the social movement, 

and so on. Th ere is oft en a certain tension or shock when Americans meet 

their counterparts in other countries, including Britain, where, of course, 

cultural studies fi rst evolved in the Birmingham School. I tend to think that 

the Americans have been much less historical in what we were willing to in-

clude of the past, except for certain specifi c areas, as for example in Women’s 

Studies, where history is obviously essential. Th is polemic between literature 

and mass culture, between the old-fashioned aestheticians and the newfan-

gled cultural studies people has left  a deep scar on the project itself. Th ere are 

obvious reasons for that, and some of them are to be found in the structure of 

the academy, while others are to be found in the class structure of the United 

States, where literature is marked as elitist, and mass culture as populist.

My notion of cultural studies would be larger than the one of the 

younger American intellectuals. But that does not mean that I would in 

any way wish to depreciate the interest and value of what they are doing. 

I just think it is very American. Th e specifi cities and the exceptionality of 

American culture is that Americans think that they are in the universal; 

that somehow we are the end of history; there are no other realities than 

this one, or other realities are culturally determined—what the French do, 

what the Chinese do—but the United States is the true and universally hu-

man. Th erefore, they need not take a historical perspective on this; maybe 

they do not even need to take a class perspective on this form of scholar-

ship. Th ey do not need to see themselves in terms of their own situation. Yet 

while it is certainly true that America’s culture is late capitalism in some 

generalizable sense, we prefer not to take a critical distance from it and see 

ourselves as relatively parochial in some of our attitudes to ourselves and to 

the rest of the not yet late capitalist world.

When you read Cultural Studies, the collection of essays edited by 

 Lawrence Grossberg, Cary Nelson, and Paula Treichler on which I wrote 

a long article, you see that the foreigners, particularly the Australians, are 

quite amazed by this American parochialism which does not see itself that 

way, which thinks of itself as instantly universal.2 I guess I am anti- American 
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enough, too, to wish for a little more dialectical self-consciousness about 

the project, a little more positioning of ourselves in the specifi cities of our 

situation. It is late capitalism, but it is an American late capitalism. It is 

not the way the Europeans operate, it is not the way the Japanese operate. 

I think the absence of that self-critical refl exivity limits the scope of the 

work of American cultural studies; that is to say, it blocks the connection 

of the analysis of the specifi c object with theory. I have to feel that it is 

a drawback. Th e point of doing these analyses is not only to do them for 

their own sake—although they are very interesting and should be thought 

through—but also to connect them with the theoretical problematic.

zhang: Th e appearances of these works are very theoretical.

Jameson: Right. But much of theory today has, along with the attacks on 

theory, become antitheoretical, or at least has drawn back from the ambi-

tions of theory. I have to put this in a Marxist framework and in a Marxist 

perspective, as this whole interview has shown.

zhang: In that particular article of yours on Cultural Studies, published 

by Social Text, you said that academic politics is the only politics of the cul-

tural studies people. What do you really mean by that?

Jameson: I do not want to be misunderstood on that. Because many of 

these modes of analysis come out of ethnic groups; they come out of group 

experiences. So I will have to add that American academic politics is so 

enlarged that social tensions are included in it, as one sees in the debates 

on affi  rmative action in California. Th at is a way of specifying it, not a way 

of reducing it in some antiacademic sense. To a certain degree, these issues 

can be also identifi ed as identity politics, but in the academic world, those 

are also struggles for recognition. If you struggle to have a Chicano studies 

program, or an Afro-American Studies program, or a Women’s Studies pro-

gram, or other programs which are being rolled back nowadays, then you 

are expressing a more general social politics in terms of the framework of 

the academy itself. E. P. Th ompson used to deplore this, saying that the old 

Left  intellectuals were gone, and now these are just people in the  academic 

world, fi ghting over academic theories. But academia has changed, too, in 

particular in the United States, and today the academic itself is not a purely 

academic issue.



With xudong zhang 199

zhang: Yesterday, as you know, you were mentioned by someone at the 

conference as a “red Kant.” Reading the fi rst pages of the concluding chapter 

of your postmodernism book, interestingly, one notices something you have 

said which is kind of Kantian. You say that there are three levels of things 

which we may have an interest in separating: the level of taste, or judgment 

(at which you admit you like many things about postmodernism—food, mu-

sic, video, and so on), the level of analysis, and fi nally the level of evaluation.

Jameson: No, I think that it ties in with things we were talking about 

earlier, namely, the ways of getting rid of the Self so that one could expe-

rience cultural, social, and other realities more aesthetically or directly. 

Th at is to say, it seems to me that the level of taste is the one at which we 

surprise, within ourselves, our attractions to certain kinds of cultural phe-

nomena. Suddenly, cyberpunk appears, and we understand something new 

and important is going on here. Generally we also like these new things; I 

suppose the experience could also be negative, but I do not think one of-

ten does good work on things one dislikes. So the moment of taste is this 

moment of surprising new perceptions and of realizing new needs within 

yourself. Th en the moment of analysis is one in which one looks at the 

way it functions: what is it that is new that has emerged, why it emerged, 

what the conditions of possibility are of this new thing, why cyberpunk 

comes into American cultural life at this particular time, for example. Th at 

would be the level that I would call analysis. Th at is trying to determine the 

shape of the novel, its relationship both to ourselves and to our situations 

and contexts. Th en the level of evaluation is the one in which a historical 

perspective is going to evolve. Th at may not be possible for immediate 

things, but may be possible later on to decide if cyberpunk is an expression 

of late capitalism, for example, or a resistance to it. Or a replication or a 

critique.

I guess one could artifi cially divide up this process of perception or 

thinking in that way. But I am not at all wedded to formulations like that. 

I tend to think that you are probably right that it could be sucked back into 

more traditional and even Kantian modes of aesthetics, into something 

that obviously ought to be avoided.

zhang: But wouldn’t it also be interesting to see that as a juxtaposition of 

a kind of Kantian diff erentiation with the contemporary multiplicity of one’s 

positions?
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Jameson: If it were Kantian, then the diff erence would lie in the Western 

and postmodern emphasis on history. In other words, I would never want 

to do an evaluation on some eternal or timeless thing, but only in terms of 

historical change. Maybe that makes a Kantian system impossible.

zhang: Geopolitically, the shift  from philosophy to theory, and then maybe 

from theory to critical analysis of contemporary culture, is paralleled with the 

shift  of power or productivity from Europe to North America. How would you 

describe this process and also your own role in that?

Jameson: Th at is the kind of self-knowledge one is probably least com-

fortable with. I think that, as you know, we Americans have been, in terms 

of theory, a kind of transmission belt. For example, French theory fi rst came 

through England to the United States; it was transmitted by Verso, by Ben 

Brewster’s translation of Althusser; and so forth. So England then served as 

a kind of transmission, at least for us. I think that we may be serving some 

of that function for China. So that the excitement we had in the 1970s in dis-

covering all those things, now you get in a more concentrated form because 

it is delivered all at once.

I know there are positions that hold that there is a new division of theory 

and practice. Th e third world does the practice and produces the text, and 

the fi rst world delivers the theory and thinks about it. But we increasingly 

have a lot of very specifi c forms of theory that come from the other parts of 

the world, Indian Subaltern Studies being the most notable one where that 

is happening right now. I also think there is a kind of situational, vested 

interest in the United States of not knowing what it is doing, and therefore 

of not becoming the center of theoretical production as you would think 

of the center of industrial production moving from England to the United 

States or something like that.

But on the other hand, I am sure that this must also be considered in 

economic terms. Aft er all it is American culture that is now the principal 

export of late capitalism all over the world.3 Th erefore the theory of that 

culture would necessarily follow it. One can always distinguish between 

this imperial export of culture and those theories themselves. For good or 

ill, this has to refl ect a world in which the production of the United States, 

namely, entertainment and culture, is dominant. I am against guilt trips 

and self-denunciations, so I feel temperamentally that we should not always 

be beating our chest and lamenting the fact that we should not be exporting 

our own theories and that we are sorry to be cultural imperialists. I think 
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there are things to analyze in the United States that we have a privileged 

viewpoint on. If we think about our work as political and cultural intellec-

tuals, we have certain kinds of important critical tasks to fulfi ll that cannot 

be really done on the outside.

zhang: If late capitalism is the organizing dynamic, then one would expect a 

global united front of critical, political intellectuals taking shape. So far, how-

ever, that does not seem to be the case. Besides the gap between the Western 

and non-Western societies, various national, regional, and local politics seem 

to prevent one from thinking in a truly cosmopolitan fashion. How do you ad-

dress that? Do you think such a united front possible, or even desirable?

Jameson: Well, it isn’t surprising that just as a global labor movement has 

not yet come into being, so also there is as yet no genuinely international 

association of intellectuals. Nonetheless, it would be surprising if the tech-

nology that allowed businesses and fi nancial centers to speed up their con-

tacts with each other, and in particular their exchanges and transactions, 

were not seized upon by intellectual networks as well. Indeed, I think this is 

happening already, and there is a far greater awareness of movements and 

intellectual activities in other countries today everywhere around the world 

than there was in the modern or the imperialist period.

Along with this we have of course the appearance of something like 

transnational literary works and writers and intellectual fi gures. Surely, 

people like Derrida or Salman Rushdie live and work on a level of interna-

tional exchange which may include various national contacts but which is 

distinct from all of them. Th is would seem to correspond to some new form 

of what used to be called “World Literature,” which was conventionally 

understood to include those classics that appealed to a variety of national 

audiences out beyond the immediate national context. I think, however, 

that that was not exactly what the expression world literature meant when 

Goethe, among others, pioneered it. If one examines the few fragmentary 

texts he left  on this subject, one begins to realize that he had in mind the 

fact of intellectual networks themselves and the coming into existence of 

new modes of intellectual and theoretical  interrelationship, particularly as 

those were emphasized by the great journals, Th e Edinburgh Review, La Re-

vue des deux mondes, along with the preeminent national newspapers, all of 

which he himself read in Weimar. It was this new communicational access 

to national modes of intellectual exchange that seemed to Goethe histori-

cally original and for which he coined this expression Weltliteratur, which 
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no longer seems quite appropriate in the new global context. I believe that 

something of this sort on a far vaster scale is coming into existence today, 

but that we need to take special precautions to encourage its development. 

As with literature itself, it does not mean producing ideas that are imme-

diately universal and can thus spring out of the national context and be 

available to everyone. It means mediation and passing through each of the 

national contexts. It means, in eff ect, that when we talk to intellectuals in 

other national situations, the home intellectual and the intellectual abroad 

are themselves merely the medium for the contact between national situa-

tions, or as we used to call them, national cultures.

We must pass through those situations in order to understand any of 

the intellectual or aesthetic events that take place in the other situation. 

What transpires, then, is a genuine comparativism of intellectual activity 

and not simply the decontextualization of that activity and its immediate 

ascension into the absolute, in some vacuous sense of the universally hu-

man. Th is obviously imposes on us enormous eff orts of knowledge and 

sympathy. It also imposes problems of inequality and noncomparability. It 

causes us to devise exceedingly complicated equations in which the foreign 

prestige value of certain kinds of objects or items has to be reckoned back 

into the equation in advance. On the other hand, it seems to me to promise 

an enormously rich work of detail in linking Left  perspectives around the 

globe. Th is is the area in which it seems to me that, despite the momentary 

political or social pessimism, despite the seeming immobilization of what 

can be done in the world of collective praxis, there is today an enormous 

and very rich fi eld for intellectual activity on the Left  which can keep us 

busy and productive for some time.

zhang: Th ank you very much for your time.
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Interview with Srinivas Aravamudan and 

Ranjana Khanna

We would like to begin with a question about the particular Marxist theo-

rists you are in dialogue with over your career. It has been frequently noted 

that the framework you occupy is broadly within the Western Marxist tradi-

tion, and especially the Franco-German one. Sartre, Lukács, Adorno, Brecht, 

Marcuse, Bloch, and Benjamin are obviously very important for you. Al-

thusser seems to be an important intermediate fi gure, who you engage deeply 

although less sympathetically than the others just mentioned. However, when 

it comes to so-called cultural Marxists such as Gramsci, or Raymond Wil-

liams, would it be fair to say that these are less interesting to you, especially 

as some of their concepts have led to what has been called postmarxism? And, 

to what extent would you agree with characterizations of your approach as 

that of a full-fl edged Hegelian? Also, are there Russian, Chinese, and third 

world Marxist theorists who have added signifi cantly to your conceptual 

apparatus?

Jameson: I don’t generally think of myself as a “Western Marxist,” a term 

proposed by Perry Anderson in 1973; perhaps I’m more of an economic fun-

damentalist than that. In any case the idea was to characterize the non-

card-carrying communists or Trotskyists (with the exception of the found-

ing father, Lukács himself) and to show what happened when the overtly 

party-political was left  out of the scheme of things. I would say that Western 

Marxism is characterized by three distinctive features: (1) the inclusion of 

psychoanalysis; (2) the suspicion directed towards Engels, who essentially 

transformed Marx’s work into a philosophy and even a metaphysics, so-

called dialectical materialism (something which also explains their Vico-

nian hostility to science and the dialectic of nature); (3) and the predom-

inant emphasis placed on culture and ideology. (On the strength of that 

great and neglected fi gure Karl Korsch, one might add in “ historicism” for 
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some of these people, and in any case the return from dialectical material-

ism to historical materialism implies some such general shift ). I do endorse 

all these things, but feel it is important to prevent any modern Marxism 

from slipping into purely cultural critique or this or that psychoanalytic 

worldview; and so I have always insisted that these emphases were not only 

perfectly compatible with a certain orthodoxy in economic matters but in-

deed that they had to be accompanied with an insistence on the omnipres-

ence of class struggle, and on the dynamics of capital itself, in constant if 

uneven or intermittent expansion and clearly enough always driven by the 

need to lower labor costs, to maximize profi ts, and to respond to compe-

tition. Th ese features are perhaps once again, in full globalization, more 

evident and inescapable than they sometimes were in the Cold War and 

in the deceptive mists of various social-democratic movements and gov-

ernments. So I always felt even at an early age, that Marx was right, and 

even though my fi rst experience of Marxism as a creative movement came 

from the spirit of France in the 1950s, and in particular from the example of 

Sartre. At the end of that decade, the Cuban Revolution then proved to me 

that Marxism was alive and well as a collective movement and a cultur-

ally productive force. But I did read a good deal of Lukács when I studied 

in Berlin in the mid-1950s (and also a good deal of Brecht); and as for the 

Frankfurt School, they were always on the horizon too, as superb practi-

tioners of the dialectic. Am I a Hegelian? I am certainly a fellow traveler 

of the Hegelian dialectic, but probably not any full-fl edged Hegelian in the 

philosophical sense—some of those still do exist today!

As for Williams and Gramsci, what holds me back a little is what is so ad-

mirable in both of them, namely, the commitment to the concrete  situation 

in which they worked and struggled. But it is precisely the primacy of the 

English or Welsh and the Italian or Sicilian situation that makes these theo-

rists less useful for theorists in the superstate. I would also wish to warn 

against the tendency of such heretical or at least oppositional Marxisms 

to become fully fl edged and autonomous systems in their own right. Th us 

I cannot follow Williams’s critique of the base-superstructure distinction: 

the latter is for me not some orthodox solution, but the name for an inter-

pretive problem which is always with us. Nor can I follow my great friend 

Wolfgang Fritz Haug in promoting “hegemony” as some new and original 

Marxian idea which might lead us on into a specifi cally Gramscian phi-

losophy. In that sense, I’m also not particularly representative of anything 

called the New Left , I suppose.
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aravamudan: So just to follow up, wouldn’t Gramsci’s major contribu-

tion or infl uence to Subaltern Studies coming from the South Asian context be 

one situation where Gramsci has indeed traveled to very diff erent contexts?

Jameson: Well, I feel that Gramsci meant the idea of subalternity to apply 

in the framework of the working-class condition as a whole in Italy, not just 

Sicily but also the North, and to designate habits of the working class which 

both involved obedience and respect, but also lack of suffi  cient culture and 

political awareness, which the working-class movement was there to over-

come. Whereas it seems to me that in India subalternity was really meant 

to designate the peasantry as opposed to the working class and that the dis-

coveries that Ranajit Guha and others made had to do with the dynamics of 

peasant revolt and a political awareness that was specifi c to a peasant move-

ment, as opposed to that of industrial workers. So I am not sure whether 

anything more than the term was transferred. Now I would say the same 

for hegemony in the uses that Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouff e make of 

it. Th e term was originally Lenin’s, as they point out, but I don’t think they 

mean exactly the kind of politics that Gramsci had in mind. Th eir work is 

very interesting, but maybe its appeal to Gramsci as an authority is not an 

altogether faithful one.

khanna: I want to ask you something more specifi c about Sartre and your 

relation to Sartre. You wrote in 1985, in a piece called “Sartre aft er Sartre,” 

that “regrettably but inevitably Sartre has become the name for an archival 

specialization in its own right.” I wonder if you could refl ect on the way in 

which your own work has been shaped today through an engagement with 

Sartre, and also where you see Sartre’s future. It seems as if there has been a 

little bit of a comeback of a certain Sartrean mode of thinking in the current 

interest in Alain Badiou, or do you see that as being more about a resur-

gence of interest in Maoism—or do you see the two as related? Th ere also has 

been some focus on Sartrean existentialism in a certain postcolonial interest 

in Fanon too—and that has been embodied itself as a resistance to the way 

in which he has been read as overly Lacanian (Henry Louis Gates Jr., for 

example, commented on how aft er Homi Bhabha’s reading, Fanon became 

something of a black Lacan). So given your own interest in both Lacan and 

Sartre, do you think it is unwise to pit them against each other in that way? 

And do you see a future for work shaped through an engagement with Sartre 

and the kind of profound voluntarism that is there in Sartre’s work in the cur-
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rent world, or is the disjuncture between the current situations and potential 

human action just too profound at the moment? Or would Sartreanism today 

manifest itself diff erently from that kind of voluntarism?

Jameson: Yes, what I meant by Sartre entering the archives, so to speak, 

or the domain of specialization, is that already in the 1960s the structural-

ists had mounted a very extensive campaign against Sartrean  existentialism 

which had been at that point the really single most overarching thinking 

and philosophical trend in postwar France; and they did this very thor-

oughly in a variety of ways that I think were not all incorrect. Th at is to say, 

they took issue with Sartre’s Cartesianism, the emphasis on the individual 

consciousness, and they wanted to place a good deal more emphasis on 

those larger structures—linguistic, social, and other—that the individual 

conscious is embedded in. Th ey also wanted to move away from phenom-

enological ideas of experience to other kinds of structural notions and I 

think in a very welcome way to turn us back to the economic or the uncon-

scious and nonexperiential structures of that kind. Th at’s where Althusser 

would fi t in as well as Lacan. Later on there were the feminist attacks on 

and critiques of Sartre which I have always found distressingly and unnec-

essarily moralizing, and also singularly misplaced—the idea of Sartre as a 

sexist seems to me to be grotesque—but that certainly also had a profound 

impact. Now, in my opinion the aft erlife of Sartre lies in what you could call 

constructivism. It’s in the social and historical construction of the subject 

and the psyche that Sartre’s legacy is very much alive, even though almost 

completely unacknowledged. Another place that was never really part of 

the original Sartrean or existential movement because it came too late, but 

which remains to be fully explored, is the Critique of Dialectical Reason, 

which has all kinds of stimulating new ideas about group formation and 

dynamics. It is certainly not a fully fl edged philosophical or even political 

system, and there’s a lot one might want to criticize in the politics it seems 

to project, which is essentially a small group politics, a guerilla politics; yet 

that Sartre very much remains to be explored, and it’s interesting that when 

Deleuze does fi nally mention or footnote Sartre—I think there’s only two 

references in his mature work (Anti-Oedipus)—it’s to the Critique that he 

refers, since it obviously has something to say about war machines and face-

to-face groups. I do actually still hold to the Sartrean analysis of conscious-

ness and freedom, but this kind of existentialism has not been a part of peo-

ple’s philosophical concerns in recent years; and we have to remember how 

much of all that, including the earlier politics and the seeming voluntarism 
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on decisionism, had to do with extreme situations as such. Th ose were clas-

sically the occupation and the French resistance in World War II, as well as 

in the national liberation movements. I am not sure that since then people 

in the West have had to confront those kinds of situations. In that sense 

Sartrean heroism has tended mainly to fi nd its exemplars abroad in the 

various media and cold war protagonists like the dissidents. So there are 

reasons why the existential Sartre has not found a lot of application. I would 

say that the really original part of Sartre’s philosophy had to do with his 

discovery of the Other, and this is an originality which is prolonged in the 

form of group activity as you fi nd it in the Critique. I don’t think anybody 

really gets over reading the section on the Look in Being and Nothingness, 

an idea that owes nothing whatsoever to Heidegger. Heidegger really has no 

satisfactory concept of the encounter with the Other. And this is really not 

even Hegel’s master and slave, although that’s a distant ancestor via Kojève. 

It is out of this that Fanon comes, because Fanonian violence is very much 

a part of this relationship to the Other as it is retranscribed in the Hegelian 

master-slave situation. But it off ers an outcome to the master-slave dialectic 

(so-called redemptive violence) which is not in Hegel and not really even in 

Sartre in that form. Early Lacan is also very strongly infl uenced by Sartre. 

Anybody who reads the fi rst fi ve seminars, I suppose, maybe even the fi rst 

nine or ten, cannot but be struck by that omnipresent existential or Sar-

trean problematic. To think that Lacan is profoundly hostile to Sartre is a 

historical misreading. Now as for Sartre today, who knows? I don’t see any 

interest in Sartre’s political writing, even though he was a great pamphle-

teer, and this was marvelous rhetoric and strong language.

aravamudan: Even though you took considerable eff ort to separate your 

descriptive diagnosis of postmodernism from any kind of celebratory political 

impulse, the rich and detailed analyses of the phenomena have confused sev-

eral of your readers. I think you have remarked somewhere that it helps a lot 

to like something when you analyze it, and it does come across in your analy-

ses of postmodernism that there is considerable aesthetic enjoyment to be had 

through at least thinking about it.1 Also, while you describe postmodernism 

as “the cultural logic of late capitalism,” to some, this sometimes seems indis-

tinguishable from Americanism.

Jameson: I do think that to make analyses—I would probably prefer to 

say ideological analyses in general—the most productive position is from 

within: so that it is really as an ideological analysis of yourself and your 



208 jameson on jameson

own tastes and what your own contemporary needs are that one stages the 

thorough analysis, and not in the form of those hostile and denunciatory 

analyses that the Marxist political and cultural tradition used to make. 

Ideological analysis is certainly not irrelevant even today, but I think it in-

volves a diff erent kind of polemic and identifi es diff erent kinds of targets. 

So in that sense I did write from within an appreciation of postmodernity, 

so to speak, and I think that has to refl ect our own situation within this 

zeitgeist or period style. Th e latter is not something that we can remove our-

selves from either mentally or physically, which is to say that it’s harder and 

harder to go out in the countryside and start a commune, or like the Amish 

secede from postmodern society and do something wholly unrelated to so-

ciety at large, to late capitalism. Meanwhile in the outside world, most of 

that outside world has also been modernized and even postmodernized; 

so it’s not so easy to fi nd a country in which the same phenomena are not 

going on. Th is is therefore also the problem of critical distance, which nor-

mally meant some form of metaphorical or real distance from the thing: 

getting outside of it, seeing it from the outside. Th is cultural dominant one 

has to see from the inside, so it certainly complicates the cultural and po-

litical problem of judgment and/or “opposition” and “critique.” As far as 

Americanism is concerned, yes, of course I think that this is the fi rst really 

global style developed by America: for all kinds of reasons, having to do 

with the commercial centrality of culture in the United States; the fact that 

in a way we invented a mass culture which is not popular culture and not 

kitsch but which is both an industry and a whole new cultural style; and 

also because of this infl uence that we have as the global superpower and the 

exporter of all of these cultural practices. Yet I think one has to continue to 

try to make a distinction between this logic of capitalism as a global system 

at this moment and its uniquely American variant. Th ere is again a dialectic 

of the universal and the particular here, the way it already existed for Marx 

when he dealt with the fi rst full-blown classical forms of capital which were 

English. Yes, you have to take into account the cultural specifi city of that 

moment of capital and explain why England was the privileged place for it 

to develop, but one has to nonetheless separate these two things out. Th ere 

were very good reasons why Europe was very slow to become postmod-

ern, so to speak, although we shouldn’t exclude their catching up. Japan has 

traditionally been a happy hunting ground for new forms of the postmod-

ern, and that certainly makes sense, but Japan is not the superpower and is 

not currently able to export culture and cultural styles and practices in the 

same way as the us.
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khanna: Given what you have just said, I am wondering if you can say a 

little bit about what you see as the potentials and problems that arise from 

the inevitable location of yourself and your own kind of critique and the 

form of postmodernism that has emerged in the US for your conception of 

the global. You have received, I guess, some criticism for your sense that al-

ternative futures will emerge from the global South rather than the North, 

and I am wondering whether you think that new internationalisms could be 

adequately formulated in the US, or indeed from any one location. Or is an 

internationalism not the way to be thinking at all?

Jameson: Well, I think one should maybe, for purposes of the discussion, 

purposes of clarity, distinguish between the political and the cultural; and 

at that point we can indeed invoke Raymond Williams and talk about the 

residual and the emergent. I think that residual cultures are always neces-

sarily resistant to new forms of capitalist development and that many of 

those cultures are found in countries that have a traditional peasantry and 

are able to preserve older modes of production including the cultural ones. 

So certainly where those traditions have been preserved—and I think that 

they are under threat almost everywhere in the world—there is certainly 

a cultural resistance to the process of postmodernization. I wish I could 

think that we could go back to any of those older cultures, but I suppose 

I have to think that anything of a Utopian nature that is to emerge from 

late capitalism is rather going to have to go forward and acknowledge and 

appropriate the dynamics of the information society rather than return-

ing to simpler, pastoral forms. Now I have never thought that the United 

States was in a good place to pioneer anything truly emergent, including 

politics. If there’s a sustained antiglobalization movement, it will certainly 

come out of both young people in the United States and out of the problems 

of the weaknesses of the labor unions, and the need to react against this 

whole process. But that movement has to be international, and I suspect 

that it’s other countries, other kinds of populations, who will take the lead 

in that, for which we [in the US] are very poorly placed in all kinds of ways. 

Th e center is the worst place for any alternatives to emerge: the idea that 

nowadays some new positive politics will come out of the United States has 

seemed unlikely since the abandonment of the rainbow coalition.

khanna: Well, following up from a couple of things that you said, we 

wanted to ask about the diff erent modes of production existing simultane-

ously in globalization, and the way in which we can understand these in 
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terms of a singular modernity. I wonder what that means for analysis of the 

fact that, for example, more women than ever are now employed in forms 

of industrialized labor, particularly, of course, women in the third world. So 

even if there is a singular modernity, aren’t there multiple forms of labor and 

multiple modes of understanding value and the human? You seem to sug-

gest that the diff erences put forward in notions of alternative modernity or 

vernacular modernities et cetera are cultural analyses, and they seem to be 

somewhat limited in your analysis, then, because the only real alternative as 

you see it could be about an alternative to the existing forward movement 

of capital. But these diff erences, the outsourcing of industrialized labor et 

cetera, seem to present diff erence in terms of labor, value, et cetera. So, is 

diff erence really only cultural diff erence? Isn’t the cultural diff erence that is 

frequently analyzed also about a diff erential relation to capital?

Jameson: Well, I guess I do take a somewhat bleak view of this. I certainly 

had in mind the idea that the celebration of cultural diff erence was not re-

ally enough to create an alternative society, and also that the example of 

the United States has shown that postmodernity cannot only very handily 

absorb those kinds of cultural diff erences, but that they tend to be turned 

into a uniquely American cultural strategy which I would call Disneyfi ca-

tion. Th is is to say that in full modernity or postmodernity—or classical or 

late capitalism—the insistence on cultural uniqueness, national specifi ci-

ties, and social tradition tends to turn those into commodities as well and 

to market them the way Disney markets this whole variety of simulated 

American styles that was his genius to have invented. And I think that Dis-

neyfi cation in that sense is part of globalization and postmodernity. When 

you can think of the early twentieth century in China, for example, you 

have real traditionalists who dress in a certain way, have a certain kind 

of life mode, for whom Confucian texts are central, and these are people 

who wish to exclude the West so far as that is possible. Th en against them 

you have the modernizers. Now that’s a classical kind of struggle in a great 

many countries, indeed, in most countries that have had a long civiliza-

tion and that capitalism has only recently penetrated and colonized; but 

I don’t think there are traditionalists like that around anymore. And even 

the current Islamic movement is scarcely anticapitalist; I would also have to 

wonder about the authenticity of its traditional religion as well, but maybe 

we’ll get to that later on. So I think that in the very logic of capital develop-

ment there comes a moment when the residual elements of a traditional 

national culture become commodities. Now what the theory of alternate 
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modernities suggests is that in another nation-state, in another culture, in 

another national situation, there would be alternate ways to Disneyfy and 

that you could package your product in culturally specifi c ways so that the 

very shape of Disneyland would be Brazilian, or Indian, or Chinese. But I’m 

afraid I think that the process would be the same, and I also tend to think 

that emphasis on this idea is generally a diversion from the political as such. 

Now we’ve already talked about the gap between the universal and the spe-

cifi c: any form of capitalist development would have to take a specifi c and 

concrete form and would therefore naturally take on the characteristics of 

the country that it’s emerging in. So it doesn’t mean that all over the world 

late capitalism will look like American late capitalism, and this is why also 

American late capitalism is not the universal form of capitalism; it is just 

yet another specifi cation or exemplifi cation. But that doesn’t really change 

the problem, and it doesn’t seem to me that the notion of alternate moder-

nities makes a useful contribution to the kinds of political and economic 

problems that we face under globalization, which involve the transnational 

communities, reintroduction of the profi t motive, or let’s say destruction of 

the welfare state, and so on. Th ose are all happening on the economic front, 

whatever distinctive forms and histories they take in each of the countries 

involved.

khanna: I am particularly interested in the way in which we understand 

the gender division of labor. I do have a later question that relates to this as 

well, but it does seem as if there are so many women in forms of industrial-

ized labor at the moment, precisely not in the US and precisely in the third 

world, and it does seem as if there is a marked diff erence in the ways in which 

the movement of capital is aff ecting women and men. And I’m wondering if 

you have any thoughts on that question of sexual diff erence, if you like, when 

it comes to these questions of a singular modernity?

Jameson: Well, it has been said that in the new informational produc-

tion of the future with automation and computers and the like, the Ameri-

can working class will be largely made up of third world women, while the 

people with their hands on the levers of control in the sense of the old-

fashioned proletariat will be the repairmen who can alone go around and 

service this technology which is apparently down 20 percent of the time 

anyway. So that’s one way of looking at it; and I would also say that in the 

United States the corollary to this increased use of women in the marginal 

jobs is the structural unemployment of men, particularly young black men. 
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All of those things go together, and a new working-class politics has to ad-

dress the very specifi c features not only of women’s oppression in general 

but of the specifi c forms of women’s oppression in specifi c nation-states 

and eventually the whole cultural position of women in these various situ-

ations. So that would, I think, be part of any national organizational or 

political movement. Add to that then the matter of the family and social 

 reproduction and housework. Th ose remain questions that maybe were less 

visible in the classical period because there were fewer women in the work-

place, but they’re now all part of the essentially economic and political fully 

as much as they are of the cultural.

aravamudan: I think you’ve already partly addressed this when you were 

talking about the relation between the universal and the particular, but I do 

want to go ahead with this question because there is still an aspect of it that 

I would like you to address. In a recent article, your friend Harry Harootu-

nian has expressed misgivings about the manner in which postmodernism, 

for you, has increasingly become too much of a spatialization. You have sug-

gested that while modernism tended to be linked with something like incom-

plete modernization, postmodernism is linked to something like full mod-

ernization, and perhaps at some point it seems to indicate something like an 

establishment of an even ground that heralds the end of temporality. Indeed, 

you have that essay “Th e End of  Temporality” in Critical Inquiry. But doesn’t 

capitalism need to generate unevenness for strategic advantage, and are you 

not also overstating the case for full modernization, given the vast diff eren-

tials in the world today when it comes to modernization itself?

Jameson: I was evoking tendencies, always a tricky matter. But what I 

particularly wanted to mark by those outrageous formulations was what 

you could also talk about in terms of changes in the nature of the psychic 

subject and in social existential experience and the like. Now, unevenness is 

certainly present, but now—and this is the reason for dealing with them in 

the framework of the world market—now these unevennesses are spread all 

over the world, and there is a relatively greater kind of homogenization of 

experience in the United States. Th ere will always be many diff erent ways of 

talking about such developments, but the spatial seems to me the most use-

ful. Th e split between province and metropolis in the US has, for example, 

disappeared. Th e idea that with the standardization of the media we’re at 

the center everywhere in the United States is another kind of spatialization. 

My idea was that the slogan of space was a way into this phenomenon and 
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that it opened all kinds of new possibilities and new descriptions, new prob-

lems. I think that it’s obvious that we’re all still living in time, so one doesn’t 

really need to insist on that, but since so much of the temporal language 

had already been in use to whatever eff ect in an older period, it seemed as 

though we needed something of a shift  in vocabulary, and I felt that the 

lexicon of space might be more suggestive of the change. Some of these 

spatial connotations are not particularly metaphorical. Instantaneous com-

munication, the virtual simultaneity of transactions on the market and so 

forth—this really takes place in a new kind of spatial simultaneity. But I’m 

not interested in defending the individual fi gures of this description. It does 

seem to me, though, that when people say postmodernism is over, postmo-

dernity is over, it all ended on 9/11 and so forth, this betrays a complete mis-

understanding of what the term means: that a certain postmodern style and 

architecture has long since been replaced by other things in no way means 

that this whole new economic structure of postmodernity, with which I 

equate globalization, has changed. I don’t see that the rise in anti-American 

movements of the type that express themselves in the Twin Towers attack 

makes for a change in the situation either. Probably much that is deployed 

by al-Qaeda is really postmodern, although this does introduce new objects 

of interrogation such as postmodern confl ict, postmodern struggle, post-

modern warfare, which would need to be worked out.

aravamudan: Let me make sure I understand you correctly on this topic, 

then. You are saying that to some extent the shift  to space is partly in order 

not so much to replace time but to add a sort of perspective that hasn’t really 

been used for eff ective analysis. In a sense, you would just add that the spatial 

perspective that comes through something like postmodernism to temporal-

ity. I’m just kind of curious what your response would be to someone like 

Ernst Bloch who was suspicious of any kind of spatialization and wanted to 

insist on temporality on those kinds of temporal metaphors as crucial for any 

notion of change or revolution.

Jameson: Th e one feature of this—and this is where it gets a little more 

dialectical, I think—is that what was emerging in the social sciences and 

elsewhere in theory was essentially a new emphasis on space and a new ex-

ploration of spatial methods of analysis. It’s not an accident that those things 

have been emerging, because they fi nd in postmodernity itself a fi tting ob-

ject of study: they’re called up by the very logic of the thing. I really don’t 

want to endorse the postmodern as a slogan, and I don’t think of myself as 
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a postmodern thinker; I can understand why people are sick of this word. 

Yet fashion changes in theory are also signifi cant symptoms, and here the 

drift  towards the spatial in all kinds of registers does seem to me to mark 

an important shift  in the world itself, which is to say, in the way capitalism 

functions and as a result of the way in which everyday life and culture are 

organized, not to speak of the realm of the aesthetic and so-called high art. 

Th at’s why for me it was very important when I discovered this, that the 

other objective political economic face of  postmodernity was globalization. 

I would want to insist that these two things are the same and that they are 

merely diff erent registers of talking about the same thing. Th is may be a 

diff erent way of expressing my dissatisfaction with the  insuffi  ciencies of the 

term postmodern.

aravamudan: Your recent book on science fi ction, Archaelogies of the 

Future, perhaps addresses some of the questions that we’ve just raised about 

spatialization. We’re intrigued by the notion of an archaeology of the future at 

a time when most cultural discourse tends to circulate between various forms 

of historicism and presentism. However, while neither of us is very conversant 

with the genre of science fi ction, we nonetheless want to ask a few questions. 

One question regards the intriguing designation of Utopia as a subset of sci-

ence fi ction, which I think you take from Darko Suvin. We would like for you 

to expand on the implications of that in global terms. What we’re especially 

thinking about is a relative absence of science fi ction in many parts of the 

world that are now capitalistically advanced or advancing, such as India and 

China, for example. Do martial arts fantasies in China perform similar func-

tions? However, you do seem to resist the collapse between science fi ction and 

fantasy more generally. Th e counterexample would of course be Japan, which 

has had a very rich science fi ction tradition. In fi lm, there is no science fi ction 

obsession in Bollywood, or even in alternative Indian cinema, to correspond 

with Hollywood’s, although of course, intriguingly, Satyajit Ray wrote lots of 

science fi ction, but he did not go about realizing these ideas fi lmically.

Jameson: I think that this is in general true. As far as I know there have 

been a few Korean science fi ction movies. You could almost say that 2046 of 

Wong Kar-Wai is a partial break into this general area. As a Western tradi-

tion, science fi ction has been built on pulp fi ction and adventure stories all 

the way from Jules Verne to the 1920s and perhaps in the absence of that 

form of science fi ction, the form as such would really have to be imported, 

it would have to be more of a jet-set postmodern infl uence rather than an 
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organic development out of the national literature. Th e other thing to look 

at here is the role of the historical novel: I see that as a complementary form 

in which the thinking about time and about the past generated the practice 

of a whole new literary form just as the sense of the dynamics of emergent 

futures generated this form we call science fi ction. Th is also has something 

to do with the rhythms of collective temporality, with the way history is 

experienced in the national situation, but it also very much posits its own 

generic conditions and its own purely literary and linguistic conditions as 

well. Now I think that the reason that Utopia is best seen in terms of science 

fi ction, as Suvin suggested, is that Utopia is not a stable genre. It emerges 

and disappears at various places and various moments in time, even though 

there are a few generic constants that you can observe in these historically 

dispersed Utopias. But it is the genre of science fi ction that marks a whole 

new formal attempt to think the otherness of the future. So when the ques-

tions that Utopia addresses come around again, as the result of political and 

social developments, and revolution—the timeliness of systemic change in 

the social order—becomes again visible, the form most readily available to 

think those possibilities of futurity is the science fi ctional one. Th ere is a 

way in which, in modernity, science fi ction henceforth serves as the most 

satisfactory vehicle for the expression of the Utopian impulse. But that is 

only one way of understanding Suvin’s proposal, which has been quite rev-

olutionary in science fi ction studies. As for fantasy, yes, I think that has to 

be defi ned in a completely diff erent generic way from science fi ction. It’s a 

much older kind of storytelling and, for me, much less interesting; although 

my idea would be that it also (but in a diff erent way) refl ects human powers 

and human production.

aravamudan: I’m still hesitant about the move to designate Utopia as a 

subset of science fi ction. Does this suggest that Luddism has no Utopia com-

ponent? What about Gandhi, Tolstoy, and Ruskin, or even twentieth-century 

peasant Utopianisms that demonize industrialism and technology per se? Or 

is Marxism inseparable from techno-Utopianism, seizing on the necessary 

manipulation of nature to better human ends rather than those of capital?

Jameson: Well, there are a number of science fi ction works which posit 

precapitalist societies or Utopias, so that kind of regressive content (let’s 

just say for descriptive purposes) is not at all inconsistent with the science 

fi ction framework, and indeed I think it’s a kind of powerful (and valuable) 

defamiliarization of the modern and the technological. I myself have a lot 
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of personal sympathy for these so-called “regressive Utopias”—the pasto-

ral ones—but it seems to me that the real political problem is not so much 

that they are historically regressive, but that it is unlikely given the present 

development of capitalism that it could be turned back to these conditions 

short of some kind of catastrophe. Revolutions have oft en come out of ca-

tastrophes, and there are also a lot of science fi ction scenarios where the 

destruction of a high civilization gives way to a Utopian reconstruction of a 

kind of agrarian or pastoral society along the lines you mention, but I don’t 

know that this can be a political program.

aravamudan: If “the desire called Utopia,” as you put it in Archaelo-

gies of the Future, involves an archaeology of traces from the future, this 

investment in catachronism (rather than anachronism) puts you in the same 

company as Derrida, whose notion of “democracy to come” (à-venir) is de-

rived from the idea of weak messianicity in Benjamin. However, I also detect 

diff erences, in that you seem more taken with the various imaginations of the 

future of totality, whereas Derrida always seems to stop short of that. Does 

this diff erence reveal something signifi cant?

Jameson: Well, I guess my reaction would begin with the word weak: it 

seems to me that it’s hard to project any kind of powerful image of the future 

with an essentially weak—deliberately weak in the spirit of Vattimo—or 

gradualist development. I don’t think that necessarily rules out the things 

that Derrida is talking about, though, because in order to achieve some sort 

of genuine radical democracy, all kinds of things would have to be changed 

in culture, as well as in the infrastructure and the organization of life. So his 

claim of weakness may not really be so gradualist as it seems. But my idea 

of the future as “disruption” presupposes the production of more powerful 

images of a way of life completely distinct from this one and that people 

can use thought experiments to begin to imagine radical alternatives to this 

one rather than some mere tinkering with the system. Th e other thing that 

Derrida has in mind probably has to do with the messianic traditions of 

communism and the ghosts of Stalin and of other “salvational” leaders. I 

think that the further analysis of populism is still on the agenda, but I fi nd 

it diffi  cult to think about these changes without a radical break, and that 

generally means a revolutionary and collective upheaval.

aravamudan: We also want to get at the question of Utopia and the fu-

ture in a slightly diff erent way, and I would like to quote a couple of sentences 
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from your essay “Th e Future City” in response to Rem Koolhaas’s wonderful 

essay “Junkspace”:

Writing . . . is the battering ram, the delirious repetition that hammers 

away at this sameness running through all the forms of our existence 

(space, parking, shopping, working, eating, building) and pummels them 

into admitting their own standardized identity with each other, beyond 

colour, beyond texture, the formless blandness that is no longer even the 

plastic, vinyl or rubber of yesteryear. Th e sentences are the boom of this 

repetitive insistence, the pounding on the hollowness of space itself; and 

their energy now foretells the rush and the fresh air, the euphoria of a re-

lief, an orgasmic breaking through time and history again, into a concrete 

future.

Is criticism vicarious, or is it precisely a performance of Utopia as these lines 

seem to suggest?

Jameson: Yes, of course I was talking about Koolhaas’s own style and 

this kind of powerful satiric impulse that he mobilizes, both denouncing 

the environment and also in some sense appropriating it insofar as he of-

fers some new Utopian substitute for all of these things, rather than any 

kind of nostalgic return to beautiful buildings or the older architectural 

standards. So I suppose this could also describe the possible eff ects of liter-

ary Utopias, or at least the way in which they have to marshal the power to 

resist all of the habits and all of the spaces and institutions that we live with 

in our standard world. But this is really not a question I was able to solve in 

my book and remains for me an ambiguity or even an antinomy that, inso-

far as contemporary Utopias are not representational, they do not give us 

some brand-new space to think about but really involve an attempt to rein-

vent anew the very idea of Utopia. Fourier’s work is, for example, a sort of a 

grab bag of essays and scenes and narratives and analyses, much of which 

is certainly discursive or non-narrative, but all of it marshaled as a way of 

constituting this battering ram that opens up the future.

khanna: I also want to ask you something that comes from that Rem 

Koolhaas piece. You say in that piece that architecture seems to be the only 

aesthetic form remaining that favors analysis based on the auteur, and I’m 

wondering if you could speculate a little bit on why that may be. Do you think 

architecture retains the framework of the modern that somehow demands 

a more auteur-centered analysis more than other media, genre, or modes? 
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Is architecture fundamentally less splintered, or does it for some reason 

 demand a kind of analysis that is less splintered despite what you said, for 

 example, about the forms of pastiche and fragmentation that characterize 

postmodern architecture and fi lm, for example? You seem to have favored 

yourself or at least been very interested in, a kind of auteur analysis of fi lm. 

Can you say something about this interest in the auteur? Does it suggest po-

tential revolutionary subjects that you don’t want to give up on in postmod-

ernism (or perhaps to give up to diff erence, or to desubjectivation?)

Jameson: Th at’s a very interesting question, and I am not sure I have 

thought through it completely. I think that the attack on the auteur was 

not just an attack on the centered subject in terms of structuralist or psy-

choanalytic theory, but was also an attack on the dictator and the central 

political subject which was really never the working class, but more oft en 

Stalin or the other great revolutionary leaders. Now in my view it was the 

textualization of the arts that made a hierarchy of auteurs impossible and 

no longer conducive to a canon. You have one art show aft er another, and 

all of this disappears into the back rooms of the galleries. Th ere are cer-

tainly more novels and books in the archives than anyone could read. What 

does stand out from that is the individual building, particularly when it is a 

megabuilding. Megastructures are meant to resist the city, yet the city is not 

recuperable in the same way, especially nowadays. But these megabuildings 

are, in a sense, meant to keep their autonomy. If you listen to auteurs like 

my friend Peter Eisenman, you will hear him say that buildings are just 

built to last thirty years nowadays, and they’ll all disappear. I think this 

may be a little too modest on his part. A lot of them are shoddily made and 

fall to pieces in a few years, but I don’t think that’s the essence of the prob-

lem. I think the idea of the single great building which is the microcosm 

and the substitute for the city really still preserves the modernist notion of 

the political world and the single great work within which everything can 

be expressed. In that case it may be that which allows the greatest architects 

today to remain auteurs in spite of the disappearance of categories of style 

which were in the past instrumental in giving one an idea of the auteur and 

of the artist’s specifi c personality and style. Yes, I guess I am still rather 

nostalgic for auteur criticism, still reluctant to see all of that disappear into 

anonymity and anonymous textuality or textualization. And that may be 

a feature of my experience in postmodernity, which is more negative and 

critical of the latter. It is certainly heartening to fi nd some good auteurs in 
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literature, if one can do that nowadays. Th ere are probably not too many 

around. But in fi lm this becomes for me a very big problem because I have 

become aware that really we do have a recrudescence of the auteur at least in 

terms of art cinema all over the world. I’ll just mention Aleksander  Sokurov 

for one, or Wong Kar-Wai himself, and these are people I think who are no 

longer characterized by the religious notions of modernism, by the kind 

of the aesthetic absolute found in Andrei Tarkovsky and other great high 

modernist fi lmmakers. Today the notion of autonomy of the work survives 

mostly in fi lm, and there still seems to be a place for such fi lmmakers in the 

midst of the disappearance of those collective movements and new waves, 

those avant-gardes which I think are mostly gone from the scene of fi lm all 

around the world. Th ere remain these individual fi lmmakers whose work 

does really resemble an older modernist canon—not just Sokurov or Wong 

Kar-Wai, but also Victor Erice, Raul Ruiz, Abbas Kiarostami, Tsai Ming-

 liang, Bela Tarr, Kumar Shahani, Mani Kaul—and others whom I greatly 

admire but whose existence puzzles me. Th is may have something to do 

with the belated temporality of fi lm with respect to that of literature; it may 

be due to the emergence of a world public in which there is still room for 

this kind of production alongside the commercial type. It is certainly com-

mercially assisted by the fi lm festivals, where globalization has made it pos-

sible for some of these more hermetic fi gures to continue to be fi nanced.

aravamudan: Let me pick up on something you said earlier in response 

to my question about the auteur. I have a couple of questions following up 

on this response actually—about your notion of the subject, the other about 

architecture and critical regionalism. You say that the attack on the auteur, 

besides being a critique launched from structuralist and poststructuralist 

theory, was also an attack on the dictator, and not an attack on the  working-

class subject. I suppose I’m wondering why not—why, in a sense, there is a 

retention of the idea of a consolidated subject when it comes to potentially 

revolutionary people? Isn’t that a reduction of a notion of diff erence to cul-

ture? Doesn’t that reduce questions of diff erence always to the level of an on-

tic that in no way poses challenges to the ontological? Isn’t that an avoid-

ance of the really challenging questions about diff erence that may actually 

threaten the ontological frameworks we too oft en assume, and perhaps too 

oft en assume when it comes to conceptualizing the potentially revolutionary 

people? It seems to me that any future concept of Marxist internationalism 

would have to take on the idea of such radical alterity as posing fundamental 
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 questions about the structure of consciousness if it is not to reintroduce a class 

hierarchy into future Utopias.

Jameson: I think that people oft en tend to confuse questions of con-

sciousness with purely cultural questions, or if you prefer—and this would 

revise your question a little bit—not to understand that cultural questions 

cut across all of these things, across matters of consciousness and the labor 

process and economic production. So in that sense those questions about 

the subject also end up touching on contemporary technology, information 

technology, and changes of that kind, and I think it’s clear that what is at 

stake is some new kind of subject rather than the abolition of the subject 

or the death of the subject that the poststructuralists used to sometimes 

loosely talk about. But my problem with the slogan of diff erence is precisely 

the slippage I just referred to, namely, the tendency of this slogan to slip 

back into a purely cultural meaning as in multiculturalism or whatever and 

the diffi  culty, for me at least, of connecting it with an economic politics. 

As for consciousness, I think that in a way late capitalism does that for us 

already. Th ere would not be this structural or poststructural sense of the 

death of the subject had the economic system not ended up abolishing its 

own individualism.

aravamudan: We’re going to shift  to a series of questions about religion. 

Your interest in allegory, fourfold medieval hermeneutics, and also the evoca-

tion of Dante’s selva oscura at the Bonaventure Hotel has sparked a recent 

discussion in pmla about your religious unconscious. Is there something to 

this? If so, would it be fair to characterize your religious unconscious and 

inclusive sensibility as that of a secularized Catholic (even though, of course, 

you weren’t brought up Catholic)? Furthermore, is it perhaps time for you to 

write directly about religion, as it is arguably the greatest force in the world 

that is at least in some kind of opposition to the worship of Mammon today? 

I know that’s an arguable statement, but nonetheless some people claim that 

it is. Do you have thoughts about the rise of political Islam, global fundamen-

talisms, and the gamut of religious revivals whether monotheistic, polytheis-

tic, or spiritualistic?

Jameson: Well, my name is Scottish rather than Irish, even though I 

have Irish ancestors along with Germans. But really to be Catholic prob-

ably depends on your life with the church as an institution from an early 

age and your experience of the inner workings of the church hierarchy and 



With srinivas aravamudan and ranjana khanna 221

the priesthood, the orders and the ritual. No, I think of myself rather in 

Max Weber’s wonderful phrase as “religiously unmusical.” I have no real 

experience of religion at all, and I remain an atheist if that means anything. 

But that’s probably not a very interesting way of describing things either. I 

guess I should say rather that I have no religious temptations. As for the ac-

cusation that Marxism is really a religion, well, if somebody wants to come 

along and say that one’s relationship to hope and the future and to a belief 

in political and social possibilities is an essentially religious one, they can 

do so, and I will agree that I do have an Absolute.

aravamudan: If I can interrupt, there’s that famous moment, in, I think, 

Bertrand Russell’s History of Western Philosophy, where he goes about say-

ing the church is the Communist Party, the revolution is the second coming, 

Marx is Christ, Lenin is St. Paul, et cetera. He explores this whole series of 

analogies, but then of course an analogy is not a direct similarity in the way 

that people sometimes want it to be.

Jameson: Th e problem is that no existential sense of the religious accom-

panies any of that for me, and it is also the case that you can turn this argu-

ment around and argue that really the various religions are dim, obscure 

foreshadowings, and confused and fi gural anticipations of what eventually 

becomes secular history. So one could just as easily say that religion antici-

pates Marxism as to claim that Marxism is a religion. I don’t mind admitting 

that it’s connected to the Absolute. But I would say that my work is not really 

religious at all. Now I’ve heard Cornel West say that one of the great failures 

of American cultural studies is that they don’t understand that American re-

ligion is also a part of American mass culture. I understand that, and I wish 

I were in a position to draw more theoretical conclusions. Th ere is a certain 

dynamic of orthodoxy that one has to understand as part of group dynamics 

in general; it would require us to refl ect on what a taboo is, what a prohibi-

tion is—these are ways in which the members of a group prove to themselves 

and to the leaders that they are really members of that group. Th at is, that 

they have to sacrifi ce certain things as a sign of affi  liation. We must at least 

get away from this thought of the Other in which we imagine that inside the 

heads of believers something diff erent is taking place than is going on in 

our heads, thereby hypostatizing or reifying belief as such, and alienating it 

in the literal sense of the word. We make it into something other—this in-

comprehensible thing that’s going on in the head of a believer. But belief is 

not a psychic tonality of that kind that some people have and other people 
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don’t. I do think that the orthodox and dogmatic insistence on things is not 

a characteristic of belief, but is rather a characteristic of the way the group 

enforces its cohesion and its membership and excludes the nonmembers. 

Th ese things are group dynamics rather than specifi cally religious ones, or 

dynamics connected to belief. Consciousness as such is really the same ev-

erywhere, and it never takes on special characteristics; it is rather the way 

you think about the self that’s an object for consciousness. Now of course 

there are great religious movements one has to admire. Liberation theology 

was a very great thing, and I hope some of it at least has persisted. I have spo-

ken to some of those people; I admire them very much. Th e militant church 

of the poor priests and the popular ministries can be extraordinary ways of 

mobilizing and transforming people and can generate extraordinary forms 

of political action. But religion for me is essentially religio, that is, the way in 

which the cohesion of the collectivity is fi rst expressed. I tend to think that 

there aren’t really any religious traditions as such because as a constructiv-

ist, I follow people like Hobsbawm in believing that the tradition is some-

thing that you make up in the present, so that even the so-called religious 

traditions are essentially postmodern products. Something like radical Is-

lam came into being because of the weakness of the Left  movements, many 

of which had been destroyed by the United States and its allies all over the 

Islamic world. It’s a postmodern movement, and the sign was already visible 

in the extraordinarily creative ways in which the Ayatollah used modern 

media. Now, when we get to the United States and religion turns into so-

called ethnic identity, then I think those are also not religious, but they are 

postmodern ways in which specifi c groups of people play at self-defi nition. 

If you’re a secular Jew and then you decide to reendorse all of the traditional 

modes of Jewish religion, well that’s a choice. Th e original ethnic groups 

when they came to this country had no choice. Th ey were stereotyped with-

out appeal, and that was a racial or ethnic confi nement and oppression. But 

that’s not the case of much of contemporary ethnic or identity politics.

aravamudan: I am very intrigued and largely convinced by your account 

of the contemporary religious revivals being various forms of what people 

call the neotraditional. Th ey’re entirely modern, but they pretend to be con-

tinuous with ancient things, which is not at all the case when you examine 

them. People have argued this about contemporary Islamic fundamentalism, 

Zionism, diff erent forms of Christian fundamentalism, and the fascist Hindu 

right that in India is the product of modernity. But I would want to say a little 

bit more about religion as a political language, precisely because it’s replacing 
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the void that develops when the Left  has been massacred in several of these 

places. On the one hand, by presenting itself as neotraditionalist, religion 

says that it’s higher than or something diff erent from politics, at least in the 

secular sense, and then oft en gets dismissed by secularists as a result of being 

outside the pale. Yet in many diff erent ways it seems to be doing the work of 

undercover politics.

khanna: I would like to add one more thing. It seems to me that, yes, it is 

certainly the case that the Left  was massacred in so many of these places, but 

it is also the case that in many places, for example in Algeria, you have the 

fis (the Islamic Salvation Front) moving in exactly when a form of corruption 

is seen in the socialist government, when there are no social services being 

given, when the fis has actually indeed occupied the place of the Left  in terms 

of social services and in terms of welfare. So there is a kind of Left  and Right 

categorization of religious groups breaking down. Are those terms any longer 

adequate to characterize the kinds of social movements associated with those 

sorts of religious groups?

Jameson: You can go back and say exactly the same things about 

 nationalist movements which also soak up a lot of class passions and dy-

namics and appropriate them, allow them both to be expressed and to be di-

verted at one and the same time. Th at’s the problem here. To what degree do 

they genuinely express class aspirations as in liberation theology? To what 

degree do they displace that and allow themselves to be used for something 

else? I think that one of these issues would have to do with social dichoto-

mization, that is, the movement towards situations of confl ict between two 

forces. Th e question turns to what is present in the way of vehicles for the 

expression of those confl icts. Sometimes we can use the word confessional 

rather than religious because I think that maybe clarifi es the situation. In 

Northern Ireland, you’ve got this confessional thing in which class and 

other kinds of passions and national feelings are invested, but those are the 

vehicles that are available for that, and the other ones aren’t around. When I 

talk about the mass destruction of communist parties in Iraq or in Indone-

sia and so forth, that’s the eff acement of one available vehicle for collective 

expression and agency, such that there is left  only the other one, the reli-

gious one. Th e ambiguity of both religious movements such as the Iranian 

one and national movements all over the world is that the minute they ab-

sorb the collective class passions, those can be  transferred and  diverted to 

some other function which is generally restorative or  conservative. I think 
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that the radical Islamic thing is extremely ambiguous because aft er the end 

of the communist parties and before the formation of any real new world-

wide movement of antiglobalization, they represented the only vehicle for 

anti-Americanism, for resistance to the West and to capitalism. But they 

are not anticapitalist. So it seems to me that when they fi nally do come 

to power, they don’t know what to do with the world system, they don’t 

have a strategy for opting out of that (leaving aside the question whether 

that would be possible anyway). But obviously that movement fi lls a politi-

cal need in young people in the Middle East; it gives them a political pas-

sion and, as you say, also off ers all kinds of social and educational services. 

Soon, in my view, the ultimate function of this politics was to off er a way of 

expressing and enacting an anticapitalist program, and to the degree that 

they don’t do that, they get distorted and go in all kinds of other directions. 

I think that it was Partha Chatterjee who showed that the problem with 

modern nationalism is that it draws its strength from incorporating a kind 

of socialist dynamic; but then it can’t go any further because it doesn’t want 

to go beyond the bounds of the national program or project. Th at’s still an 

excellent lesson when we’re talking about Islam. Of course, in Iran it’s also 

proof that there persisted a deeply passionate Iranian nationalism also ex-

pressing itself through their rather unique religion.

khanna: To follow up on that, it also seems the case that it’s exactly not 

in moments of shoring up national feelings through religion that this comes 

through, because also, of course, there are many religious and ethnic affi  lia-

tions that seem to be about the breakdown of nations or indeed federations, 

so in the former Yugoslavia, the former USSR, et cetera, it seems to be that 

these new religious or ethnic affi  liations seem to emerge particularly at the 

time of these kinds of breakdowns and in particularly violent ways, violent 

and genocidal. I suppose I’m wondering whether you think that in trying to 

understand this kind of violence that seems to accompany a breakdown in 

federation or in nation, part of what’s going on is that there isn’t, in a sense, 

any location to maintain force anymore. I’m trying to think about whether 

that distinction between force and violence in Benjamin is still useful in try-

ing to understand the breakdown into forms of violence of this sort.

Jameson: In other words, that there’s no legitimate source of order; but 

in a way, that’s what’s refl ected here. Th e violence comes about, along with 

the religious revivals and all of the craziness of the new sects because there 

is no political vehicle for action. But I think one also has to be a little more 
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sociological about this and understand that for many of the unemployed 

youth, violence becomes a way of life. People have said this about North-

ern Ireland; it’s certainly the case in Afghanistan and maybe now in Iraq 

that the guerilla struggle is a way of life that you can’t see beyond. I mean 

 nothing is proposed which gives one a substitute for that kind of military 

action, and we shouldn’t forget to what degree the military itself was like 

that in the past and off ered both community and excitement to the people 

who chose to become a part of it. So one has to keep in mind the way in 

which all of these movements change by way of accretion, that is, that they 

begin for one purpose and then new functions are added to them; they win 

a kind of autonomy, they continue on the base of that autonomy which de-

velops then yet another function, that of keeping itself going and perpetuat-

ing the situation. Th ere has to be a temporal rhythmic analysis of the ways 

in which these movements develop because they don’t necessarily preserve 

their original starting point but become institutions like any other. And 

I guess Benjamin’s question about force versus violence is also a question 

about institutions. I would say that insofar as power and government have 

lost their legitimacy all over the world, these two things come to be in-

distinguishable. You look at police brutality in the United States and the 

attitudes of various citizens of American cities to police forces and you see 

that those are really not considered a legitimate force anymore, but very 

precisely, and rightly or wrongly, a kind of military occupation.

aravamudan: To stay on the same subject but shift ing it slightly, I think 

towards the end of the Postmodernism book, you discuss the relationship 

between high technology, decadence, and fundamentalism. While you sug-

gest certain kinds of high technology as being quasi-religious, you also see 

decadence as the otherness of capitalism, something that precedes it, but also 

that potentially comes aft er it, that it is constantly trying to prevent itself from 

falling into. What does this have to do, if anything, with the perception of the 

West as decadent and eff ete by current-day Islamic fundamentalisms? Or is 

that something diff erent altogether?

Jameson: I am sorry I used the word decadence which I don’t normally use 

and which certainly does have a very diff erent fl avor in its original home-

land at the end of the nineteenth century. I simply meant that the habits of 

comfortable middle-class society, which really doesn’t have to face the more 

agonizing economic problems with sustenance and work and services that 

other populations of the world face—that it’s that picture of a smug and self-
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satisfi ed America which arouses both envy and resentment, and then of-

fers a chance for Schadenfreude when horrible things happen to us. So that 

would be a geopolitical class feeling, I think, a class response to the global 

 situation of haves and have-nots. Decadence, in American culture—I guess 

that’s the kind of judgment one can’t any longer make from the inside. I am 

sure that if we had the possibility of a diff erent kind of culture, we would 

maybe be able to say that a lot of this luxury and consumerism is self-indul-

gence and we should be living in other ways. Gas guzzlers, suvs, consumer-

ism in  general—I would rather call such things collective addictions. You 

notice that when this “War on Terror” started, the one thing the president 

did not do was to demand sacrifi ces of the American people. He said they 

should go out and buy more things and keep shopping, to keep the economic 

machinery going. I don’t know whether any war leader in history has ever 

said that to his home population; that’s rather astonishing. So maybe that’s 

what one can call decadent. But I don’t think it’s a very useful term.

aravamudan: What about high tech as a kind of quasi-religious thing?

Jameson: Well, before I used computers myself, I observed that every-

body was really in what seemed to be a religious frenzy, trying to convert 

you to this wonderful thing and telling you all of its benefi ts and how they 

leapt out of bed in the morning and did their e-mail and how much they 

wrote as opposed to the older days; and then you have the transmission 

of this virus to the foreigners, especially the Eastern Europeans. I fi rmly 

believe that this envy of technology played its part in the Eastern  European 

turn to capitalism. Th e passion for acquiring all of these new kinds of post-

modern informational technologies was really delirious because what was 

involved was not just buying something additional like a new car. Th is pro-

cess really amounted to consuming the postmodern itself; it is a symbolic 

appropriation of the most advanced equipment of the new stage of capital-

ism and of history. And so there was a symbolic consumption of informa-

tion technology that I think really took place in a religious mode, just as 

Marx spoke of the religious structure of the commodity.

aravamudan: We’re just fi nishing up on the religious, and this is a quick 

question, but I just wondered if you had a thought about the rise of terrorism 

and suicide bombing, because some people have tried to link that with reli-

gious extremism, while others have thought about it in terms of new forms of 

anarchism. As a suicide bomber, there is no alternative, because you just kill 
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yourself without necessarily changing things. Here, a third possibility is mili-

tary asymmetry: that you can’t have a proper war, so the only way to impose 

violence is through breaking a network by way of attacks that are futile or 

suicidal from one perspective, but signifi cant from another.

Jameson: Th e other thing—I think Michael Hardt has written on 

this—is the role of the body. Th ere is a dialectic between the smart bombs 

and the airplanes that can’t even see the populations on the ground and 

this mobilization of the body as such. It’s certainly not the promise of this 

idiotic postmodern paradise with all of the houris [heavenly maidens] that 

is attracting these young people; it is very specifi cally a Sartrean existential 

choice. In general, this kind of weapon is part of an informational politics 

that you have to use because precisely you do not have an army that can 

match the one in the fi eld. In these cases, however, it seems to me it’s a little 

more than propaganda by the deed; it is the insistence on interrupting daily 

life whether it’s in Israel or Iraq. I mean this sort of constant assurance that 

the colonizer is not going to be able to lead a peaceful existence. Th is is a 

kind of strategy that probably is connected to colonial occupation in the 

sense that you could never win a battle by doing this, but what you can do 

is to fi nally force the occupier to leave, and I think that’s the aim, however 

realistic or unrealistic that may be.

khanna: I want to ask you a question about allegory and its relation to 

Utopia, and also particularly, how it does and does not relate to Paul de Man’s 

concept of allegory. And I suppose I want to ask you that question as a way of 

getting in a little bit on that relationship between the ethical and the political. 

In Allegories of Reading, Paul de Man says: “Allegories are always ethical, 

the term ethical designating the structural interference of two distinct value 

systems. . . . Th e ethical category is imperative (i.e., a category rather than 

value) to the extent that it is linguistic and not subjective. . . . Th e passage to 

an ethical tonality does not result from a transcendental imperative but is the 

referential (and therefore unreliable) version of a linguistic confusion. Ethics 

(or, one should say, ethicity) is a discursive mode among others.” 2 In de Man, 

there seems to be an emphasis precisely on disjuncture in value systems and, 

more importantly, category systems—there’s something of Lyotard’s notion of 

the diff erend there as well, although that is perhaps more about disjuncture 

between sign systems and other such  incommensurabilities. But I wonder 

whether, when you discuss the kinds of potential of allegory and the desire 

it seems to suggest, you want to side-step such notions of disjuncture. I’m 
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interested in the chapter “Utopia and Its Antinomies” in Archeologies of the 

Future (and also, in a slightly diff erent register in your work on Marc Angenot 

and literary history) about the way in which Utopian tradition from Th omas 

More onward absorbs, or as you put it, “interiorizes diff erences which gen-

erally remain implicit in literary history.” So there are a few questions that 

emerge from this for me. One is the way in which your own reading practice 

is Utopian in the way it absorbs the kinds of disjunctures that de Man high-

lights. Th e second is how allegory and Utopia relate (is Utopia an allegory 

of the future)? And the third is what about this category of the ethical, or 

what de Man refers to as “ethicity” that is oft en related to the question of 

the singularity of the text, something lost in the sweep of an idea of tradition 

that absorbs argument within itself, into, as you put it, in a more Bakhtinian 

dialogue, rather than as a disjuncture. Is there a “discursive mode” of “ethic-

ity” for you?

Jameson: I don’t understand de Man in that sense. Th at’s a very rich and 

suggestive passage, and I don’t think that I am able to comment on it di-

rectly. I have always understood de Man—probably this is a very imperfect 

reading—I have always understood de Manian allegory as a way of desig-

nating the literary use of language as opposed to the ideological or com-

municational; a characterization of the way in which a text is refl exive and 

designates itself. He uses this structural idea in a very complicated and I 

think partly dialectical way. And I suppose my version of this would be the 

distinction between, let’s say, science and ideology, or the way in which a 

text has something to do with the position of the subject. I follow Althusser 

in thinking science is a writing without a subject, while ideology is very 

much the positioning of the subject, and it involves opinions rather than 

knowledge: here also we have the diff erence between episteme and doxa 

played out on a linguistic or a literary level. But I would not, myself, ap-

proach these things in that way. I think the question of ethics is, for me, 

certainly a matter of ideology, but above all of the diff erentiation of good 

and evil, and here I very much go back to Sartre’s ideas about the way in 

which evil secures the comfort and the good conscience of the self. Fou-

cault, I think, develops this opposition later on, even though he never men-

tions Sartre. I would say that the ethical is always this kind of movement 

of bad faith, whereby you exteriorize something as the Other and label it 

as evil. So I think that whenever ethical categories are employed, we must 

suspect something else at work, and somehow deconstruct those categories 

in linguistic terms. And I certainly wouldn’t commit myself to an ethics of 
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literature or an ethics of language; I suppose the Sartrean category for that 

would be the much debated category of authenticity. But allegory is for me 

a rather diff erent thing. And it has, I think, its relationship to Lévi-Strauss’s 

La pensée sauvage. I think we have allegory when there is a problem of rep-

resentation. Allegory is a solution to the  representation of what is ultimately 

not representable, those being essentially totalities. And so obviously alle-

gory is at home in the dynamics of theology or religious discourse because 

those posit nonrepresentable things. In many instances of political or social 

representation, it’s also deployed in the sense that it’s very diffi  cult for any 

of us as individuals to grasp or to map the social  dynamics as a whole. But 

one’s problem in using the word allegory is that we’ve been trained for cen-

turies to use this word to mean a one-on-one relationship—A stands for C 

and B stands for D—whereas I think it should be reserved for unique kinds 

of unrepeatable solutions either of a structural or a fi gural kind. Any time 

you try to deal with larger political entities like the collective or the nation, 

or the people, or even movements or groups, you confront the nonrepre-

sentable; well then, we have to look and see how those things have been rep-

resented in order to identify the type of allegory that has been invented or 

mobilized to do that. We don’t just function with various personifi cations. 

And this is another essential diff erence between my use of allegory and the 

traditional ones: the traditional concept always depended very heavily on 

the idea of personifi cation. But in my opinion, this is what contemporary 

theories of allegory also seeks to avoid for the most part.

aravamudan: Just following from something you said towards the end of 

that answer. Can there really be politics without a logic of political represen-

tation? (I know there are a whole bunch of debates about this right now).

Jameson: Oh, I don’t think so. I think you have to map out the situa-

tion—you have to invent the situation, so to speak. Meanwhile your percep-

tion of it and your description of it and your assessment of various forces 

at work—well, this is already representation and allegory. Our current po-

litical problem lies in the fact that globalization is obviously an even more 

complicated representational problem—so surely you don’t get away from 

those problems anywhere in contemporary politics.

aravamudan: Well, I suppose then with recent questions that arise, with 

theories of the multitude and so on, I wonder whether there’s a possible way that 

the mediating role of something like a party can be bypassed at some point.
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Jameson: Surely all of those collective words—the people, the multitude, 

the nation, the masses, and so forth—these are all representations—so is 

general will—and I think all of them are attempts to model something 

that’s not representable.

aravamudan: But wouldn’t some argue that these are presentations 

rather than representations (Vorstellungen rather than Darstellungen)?

Jameson: I guess I don’t acknowledge this distinction, which my notion 

of representation subsumes. But it does seem to me that representation is 

always implied—has to be implied—by these concepts, because you’re dif-

ferentiating, for example, the concept you’re trying to produce of the mul-

titude from that of the people, or the nation—or from social class, which 

we should also mention here. And such concepts are really narratives, 

representational pictures, so I don’t see how one could avoid the problem. 

Now with the matter of the party—the party was supposed to be a media-

tion. Th at’s a diff erent matter. Th at gets us into representation in the other 

sense—political representation, vertreten—as in the parliamentary system. 

But it’s hard to see how one could ever get away from a mediation of some 

kind, even if that’s not the word people want to use anymore.

khanna: I have a question for you about Marxist feminism (that follows 

up on an earlier one), and the question of sexual diff erence in the newer 

modes of production. In your essay “On Interpretation,” which serves as the 

long introduction to Th e Political Unconscious, you comment on debates in 

Marxist feminism suggesting that the importance of “sexism and the patri-

archal are to be grasped as the sedimentation and the survival of forms of 

alienation specifi c to the oldest mode of production of human history.” Do 

you think there are ways in which new forms of sexual diff erence and new 

forms of the sexual division of labor emerge with new modes of production? 

Or is the question of sexual diff erence always in a time lag, whether future 

oriented (as in the formulation of aff ective labor by feminists in the 1970s that 

now has taken on wider circulation) or as a belated existence of multiple mo-

ments of modes of production that look to an earlier moment?

Jameson: Yes. I’m convinced that there are all kinds of new and diff er-

entiated gender phenomena that emerge as society develops. I guess I think 

that on the one hand, some of the debates on gender or sexuality or sexism 

are Utopian in the sense in which they wish to map out, or experimentally 
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to project what daily life in Utopia might be. But there’s a tension between 

two kinds of Utopian politics here. On the one hand, it seems clear that 

many contemporary feminisms have been forms of a group consciousness 

in which a collectivity—a collectivity of sisterhood or whatever—affi  rms 

itself. Th at tends towards a more overt secession as seen in separatism and 

some forms of lesbian feminism. (Th is is a dualism that holds for all kinds 

of racial and ethnic politics.) Th e other kind of alternative would be abso-

lute equality, gender-blindness, in which men and women would be equal 

in all kinds of ways and in which the aim of the political would be to get rid 

of these diff erences rather than emphasize them. Much of strategy and lit-

erature turns on this matter—whether it is the specifi city of the group that’s 

being emphasized or whether this is a kind of universal demand for equal-

ity. And I would assume that in the labor movement, for example, it would 

probably have to be the latter—the demand for equality; whence the ten-

sion between certain kinds of gender politics and class politics, which have 

sometimes seemed incompatible with each other. Th is is also connected 

with a diff erent kind of representational or literary problem that you get in 

political literature. You can either insist on the oppression of the group or 

on its heroism. If you insist on the oppression, in a way you’re insisting on 

the weakness of the group, and its failure to overcome its situation. If you 

insist on heroism, then you’re projecting a kind of unreal set of political 

possibilities which don’t really exist or don’t exist yet. So it’s very diffi  cult to 

hold any balance between them. In that sense, there is a structural similar-

ity between the feminist movement and a lot of other nonclass movements. 

I would say that a politics of the future would depend very much on the 

gender division of labor in a given society. I don’t think there’s any ques-

tion but that late capitalism posits an equality of consumption. Whether 

it can achieve such market equality—which seems to me unrealistic—it 

nonetheless wishes to sell its products to as many diff erent kinds of people 

as possible. Th is is a kind of niche marketing where each of the groups is 

addressed directly as specifi c kinds of consumers with specifi c needs, so in 

the postmodern situation there is both an equalizing eff ect of capitalism 

and then a reactivation of, let’s say, secondary characteristics.

khanna: Just a follow up to that, in thinking about the importance of Marx-

ist feminism, I want to think about that category in relation to the global. It 

seems as if Marxist feminism always returns the question to the domestic, or 

frequently does, whether that’s the national domestic or the domestic sphere. 

I think that this is partly because of the way in which in the heyday of Marx-
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ist feminism in the 1970s it was very much a kind of domestic conversation 

that was going on. But of course, fi gures like Rosa Luxemburg and Alexan-

dra Kollontai were in many ways far more attentive to the  question of the 

international than many of their contemporaries were, and certainly more 

so than the later fi gures in the Marxist feminist tradition, with the exception 

of Spivak. Th ere aren’t many fi gures like her. So I am wondering if you see 

a future for an engagement with these early fi gures like Rosa Luxemburg? 

Does the argument of a text, for example, like Th e Accumulation of Capi-

tal, still hold for this moment of capitalism? Is it still a useful text to think 

about?

Jameson: Well, that was also the fi rst text that insisted on the way in 

which the initial or primitive accumulation of capital was a third world 

event which depended on the colonization of the new world. In that respect 

her book remains an essential part of any kind of contemporary analysis of 

the situation. National feminism is, however, extremely dialectical, as we’ve 

seen recently where the Americans are going around the world boasting 

about how American women are equal and free and explaining to the em-

battled Iraqi or Iranian or Syrian women that we are therefore their spokes-

people and their representatives. I think that the coordination of these dif-

ferent kinds of feminism gets very much entangled with geopolitics and 

with nationalism. What I would want to say is that any single-shot kind of 

politics—it’s true of class as well—if it doesn’t make its connections with the 

other thematics of a global politics, is going to emerge in that kind of one-

dimensional way. If you look at race and gender and then class, you realize 

(even though it’s a bad word) that a totalizing politics is the only solution. I 

know there are people who object to this word, but one can point out that 

Jesse Jackson’s Rainbow Coalition, for example, was very much a totaliz-

ing operation in which Jackson never talked about women without talking 

about working-class women and about race; never talked about race with-

out talking about class or gender; and that all of these things had to be done 

simultaneously. In the geopolitical situation, one would include this whole 

background of nationality and national divisions and national pride and 

national humiliation and so on as part of that, but certainly no one sees in 

any of those terms any immediately homogenous political movements that 

would involve in some coherent way all of these populations around the 

world. I think these are political movements that remain to be constructed. 

Th ey are based on alliances and have all sorts of complicated representa-

tional dynamics. None of them can take anything—whether gender, race, 
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or class—for granted. Th ey are unique kinds of universalisms, and those 

things must also be understood in various situations and specifi c ways. As 

Žižek insists, the universal in Hegel is always the exception; there can never 

be a pure incarnation of the universal—it’s always through its exceptions 

that you arrive at this universal, and that’s true of politics as well.

aravamudan: How does the area of the biopolitical pose new challenges 

for Marxist approaches to society and political economy? What happens when 

the living but nonlaboring body becomes the Heideggerian “standing reserve” 

once externalized nature is depleted? Or is this development not qualitatively 

diff erent from earlier Marxist accounts of the alienation of labor?

Jameson: I guess I would at fi rst express hesitation of the kind I expressed 

about religion, namely, that if this whole new biopolitical thing is insisted 

on as a brand-new kind of politics in its own right, qualitatively and quan-

titatively diff erent from a class politics or anything that went before it, then 

I must suspect it of being a diversion of some sort. Certainly any acknowl-

edgment of the state of things in postmodernity/globalization, to use that 

as a single term with a slash, has to take into account the modifi ed condi-

tions of the body, the way it exists temporally—we mentioned that before: 

its mode of labor, the diff erence between current informational labor and 

the old-fashioned kinds, the form in which the crisis of the city exists. Th e 

ecology of biopolitics is that of the great transnational corporations, their 

control over drugs, their resistance to political regulation and to controls 

on pollution and things like that. One way or another you get back to the 

very structure of capitalism as such. But today maybe these natural disas-

ters are more visible manifestations of this along with that monopoly on in-

formation and the media, which prevents us from getting back to these root 

causes. But biopolitics would include ecology; and there would be always a 

tactical question whether these causes, in particular ecology, are not better 

roads to political organization given the fact of all the recent fl oods and di-

sasters, of global warming, of the degradation of the planet in general, and 

of nature, and the disappearance of the rain forest, et cetera—whether those 

are not political representations which mobilize the masses in ways that 

old-fashioned questions of labor don’t. But I don’t think you get away from 

class there. In the 1960s, when ecology became a political issue, you could 

see that it divided up between the politicals and the  nonpoliticals. Th ere 

were a lot of middle-class people who were very willing to do  ecological 

politics, but no other kind. I don’t think you can really get away from issues 
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of class in that way, but surely the whole ecological thing and the biopoliti-

cal issues are new and postmodern.

aravamudan: A quick follow-up on ecology: I guess the complexity of it 

as a politics is that it can be drawn into very right-wing kinds of formations 

of preservation or preventing other people’s consumption to secure one’s own, 

which is oft en how sometimes fi rst world ecological movements are concerned 

with the sort of destruction of third world areas, which is a huge issue obvi-

ously even for the peoples right there, but the question of subsistence and 

many of these other things make strong ecological third world movements 

quite diffi  cult as opposed to say ecological movements within a more ad-

vanced or developed society.

Jameson: And that happens in this country with the labor movement; 

that is to say, where an ecological movement wishes to control an area where 

a lot of jobs will be lost by this kind of control, then the working people re-

sist these changes. But the other feature that has to be insisted on is that 

there really is no world government. Th e various treaties are all disguised 

ways in which the fi rst world attempts to enforce its control of all potential 

raw materials—whether we’re talking about patenting of native medicines 

and herbs or of the various regulations of prices and subsidies. It’s very im-

portant to understand that it’s not just by treaties like Kyoto that one really 

resolves these problems, although certainly that treaty usefully highlighted 

the resistance of the center of the “free world” to ecological politics. For the 

moment, probably, it’s alliances of countries who are threatened by ecologi-

cal degradation which off er the fi rst and most suggestive step. If one can 

imagine such alliances, they would depend very much on sources of capital; 

so this is why Venezuela is so threatening for the United States, since excep-

tionally among non-Western parts of the world, they have a lot of money 

from oil, so they have a certain autonomy other countries lack.

aravamudan: Isn’t there a rich irony about the recent rise of socialism 

in Latin America—the US’s own backyard—just so soon aft er all the trium-

phalism regarding the collapse of communism in Eastern Europe and China’s 

embrace of capitalism?

Jameson: Well, I think that this is the moment at which what capitalism 

really means for these countries is becoming clear to them: especially in 

the framework of this obligatory developmentalist ideology where the sole 
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function of these countries is to increase investment and profi ts. So they are 

now in a better position to understand the way in which free market poli-

cies prevent the reconstruction of some of these economies that were cer-

tainly damaged by some of their local dictatorships and fascisms, the way in 

which this unregulated market generates unemployment and presupposes 

a weakening or elimination of the social service systems. Th is is the way in 

which these populations come to a kind of antiglobalizing political con-

sciousness today. And there is a desperate structural lag between the radical 

political parties themselves, which can only at best be social democratic 

and are really completely hamstrung by their political  ideologies, and the 

demands of these newly conscious groups such as the landless, the unem-

ployed, the new middle-class unemployed, and so forth.

khanna: Shift ing gears a little bit here, I have a question about world lit-

erature. I am interested in the way in which you understand the world in the 

formulation of world literature and world cinema or a global aesthetic or 

geopolitical aesthetic as well. If you’re thinking world literature and world 

cinema, is the “world” in each of those categories the same? And also, another 

question related to that, why do you think it is that so many formulations 

of the category of world literature are currently coming from the political if 

not always the disciplinary Left ? For example, Franco Moretti’s work and 

Pascale Casanova’s work, which has recently appeared in New Left  Review, 

Gayatri Spivak’s notion of “planetarity” developed specifi cally in relation to 

the notion of comparative literature and your own encyclopedic knowledge of 

global fi lm and literature (and the way in which you developed ideas about 

the whole fi eld of comparative literature in things like the Literature Program 

at Duke) have all contributed to changing the ways in which many of us un-

derstand comparison and literature in the world today. So I am curious to 

know why it is that these kinds of developments in notions of world literature 

and world cinema emerge from the Left ?

Jameson: For one thing, the corporations and big business don’t have 

as much of an investment in literature per se as they do in other kinds of 

fi elds, and so the Right in literature has been reduced to a kind of aestheti-

cism and an art for art’s sake defense of the canon, the great books, tra-

ditional literary and stylistic values, and so on, and really has very little 

interest in other parts of the world. But I think one should then think about 

language in this connection. I think one of the most alarming things for 

language itself is the spread of English as this universal lingua franca or 
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world language; it does English and the production of literature in Eng-

lish very little good. Cinema overleaps this in a way because you can have 

subtitles. But this also is a block to world literature in the sense that world 

literature remains, if it is viable, profoundly anchored in local conditions 

and in the local language; and unless—as in India, for example—English is 

one of the local languages, we’re dealing with translations that have to lose 

much of the tacit knowledge that was present in those texts. On the other 

hand, one can insist on students knowing a few foreign languages, but the 

non-European languages are very tough to acquire, and if anybody learns 

one of them, that’s probably a specialized achievement in itself. So there is 

already a fundamental barrier here to the continuation of literature as a 

medium for these new international realities. Th at’s why I think literature 

has been in crisis or has regressed to positions of regionalism, something 

which may not be quite the case so much with fi lm, at least so far. I always 

like to refer to Goethe’s idea of world literature: he didn’t mean collecting 

all of the world classics, although that was also going on at that period, and 

the Shakuntala was being translated along with Shakespeare. Th ere was 

an accumulation of great artistic products from what was actually being 

opened up by colonialism in the world at that time. Goethe’s interest, how-

ever, was for contact between intellectuals as it was expressed in the great 

journals (Revue des deux mondes, the Edinburgh Review, etc.). It’s that kind 

of transmission that Goethe means by world literature, something which 

suggests a fi rst extrapolation to current globalized society: the one place 

where we can immediately appropriate these technologies lies precisely in 

transmission belts of that kind and contact between intellectuals, political 

and otherwise, and where we can create a network that hasn’t yet come to 

being in the fi eld of politics and political movements. Now this is, I think, 

one of the possibilities that we have for a new kind of world literature in 

this new system. Th e other proposal that I have is that we cannot have an 

immediate relationship as readers in one national situation with texts from 

other national situations. Th is seems to me a much more complicated and 

mediated process, in which we have to go through an understanding of the 

other national situation fi rst in order to grasp the value and the positions 

of the works of that national situation insofar as they can be translated. Of 

course, translations don’t have to be perfect. I like Walter Benjamin’s idea 

that what a translation does is not render literally the meanings of the other 

text, if that were even possible or conceivable; but it gives you something 

of the foreignness of the other language and what it can do and something 

of the capacities as well as the strangeness of this other language. It gives 
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you that through the deformation of your own national language. I like 

that very much, and it would seem to me to be the kind of opening on the 

other national realities that we need; that is, we have to know how diff erent 

they are from our own. We’re in a position, in the United States, of incred-

ible parochialism: this is certainly one of the countries in the world the 

least interested in anything outside of itself, the least informed of what’s 

going on, and with the least curiosity about the way other people live and 

the problems they face, as though we have all of that solved, and we’re the 

fi nal stage, the United States, in some Hegelian movement of world history 

towards its fi nal apotheosis of freedom. So anything that is able to shake 

the American public out of this provincialism and parochialism and to give 

it some sense that other people have other priorities and other experiences 

and other needs and dilemmas and contradictions, that they face things 

that we don’t even dream of here; this is, it seems to me, a very valuable aim 

for world literature.

aravamudan: Following from what you said, about world literature, it 

occurred to me that perhaps one could consider theory itself as a kind of mi-

nor genre of world literature. Following that observation, I wanted to ask 

you what you thought about the way books themselves still continue to be 

read nowadays and whether that is still happening in that same way? Do you 

have thoughts on the ways in which the old and the new media—radio, fi lm, 

television, Internet—are reshaping the challenges for theory itself as a form 

of literature? And also the introduction of new vectors of novelty, speed, and 

obsolescence. University press editors say that most scholarly books, even the 

most successful ones, hardly sell at all aft er the fi rst twelve months of publica-

tion, and as you know, there is considerable pressure to make books much 

shorter because society as a whole is suff ering from adhd (or attention defi cit 

hyperactivity disorder)!

Jameson: Nothing escapes the universal process of commodifi cation. 

And this fatally begins to happen in theory; to all theories brand names 

get attached. Spurious movements are invented even when they’re not 

present. Th e writers’ thoughts are thematized in various reifi ed ways, and 

then theory gets both dramatized as a kind of supermarket of choices and 

of  incompatibilities as well, and consumed in that way. We’re in a society 

whose inner logic is that of commodifi cation, and this is more and more the 

case in postmodernity where everything is tendentially commodifi ed and 

where publishing is little by little subsumed by the great monopolies, and 
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books and fi lms are essentially only produced for the kinds of profi t mar-

keting has identifi ed in advance. Th e bureaucrats of these big businesses 

make the decision about content or marketability of these former artworks 

and the autonomy of the old-fashioned publishers or even independent fi lm 

makers. Th ere will no doubt continue to be interesting novels and  interesting 

fi lms and interesting theory; but the price is ever greater, and it’s very hard 

to see how one can reverse trends of that kind. But once you introduce the 

geopolitical dimension, everything changes—and fi lms demonstrate one 

possible solution, in that other parts of the world begin to co-fi nance fi lm 

production. While we don’t have that in literature or theory yet, nonethe-

less it seems conceivable that things can be reopened in that way, via inter-

national networks. But the other thing that this crisis of theory means is 

Adorno’s old disappearance of critical perspective and the evaporation of 

the negative. And I think that the replacement of critical thinking by the 

empirical, by the domination of positivism, the capitulation to everything 

that exists—which is more or less the market system nowadays—I think we 

must not underestimate this pull of the practical-empirical and the logic of 

the market. Certainly groups and networks can make a diff erence here, and 

one of the points of trying to construct or reconstruct a Left  culture here or 

anywhere else is the gradual development of a counterweight or counter-

force to the business culture and the profi tability system.

aravamudan: To follow up the answer you just gave on theory, I was 

wondering whether you had thought about the fi gure of the intellectual in the 

way that some people still hang onto, whether it is Edward Said or the idea 

of the organic or the vernacular intellectual from Gramsci and so on? Now 

it seems to me more and more that the last bastion of the intellectual is the 

university, where there is some notion of academic freedom. Or are there still 

possibilities for this belief at a certain point anyway, when people felt very 

strongly about the kind of rise or the discovery of the organic intellectual?

Jameson: I hope there will still be a place for people like that, for future 

Chomskys, future radical intellectuals. I have never believed in the fash-

ionable lament about the disappearance of free intellectuals and their co-

optation by the university. Th e American university system was expanded 

in the 1960s and transformed into a very important social institution with 

many more people from all classes than at any time in its history. It thereby 

became a political forum and a place in which one’s work should count po-

litically both on the graduate and the undergraduate level. So I don’t share 
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the anti-intellectualism of some intellectuals who deplore that social trans-

formation. On the other hand, I think what’s far more sinister is the com-

mercialization of the university: the way in which ever more segments of it 

are farmed out to big business and who oft en do the research of big business 

for free, so that the state support to universities tends to become a subsidy 

for these big businesses themselves, whether it’s in pharmaceuticals or in ag-

riculture or anything else. Our own privileged position comes from the fact 

that nobody is going to make much money out of the humanities, and there-

fore big business hasn’t been very interested in taking us over and subsidiz-

ing us. Th e various proposals for teaching machines have not been terribly 

successful. High schools and grade schools—well, this is another matter, 

and I am sure that business is interested in this enormous textbook mar-

ket. But the humanities are an underdeveloped part of the curriculum, and 

therefore we still have a little bit of freedom in that respect, because nobody 

really cares what we say. Th at’s a positive as well as a negative.

khanna: I have a question for you about music, actually. In some ways it 

relates to some of the things you just said, because there is of course an alter-

native politics to some forms of music, and also it is very clearly a huge busi-

ness. I want to ask a question that goes in a slightly diff erent direction from 

that, about your relation to music more generally. It is in some ways odd to 

me that you haven’t written that much about it as far as I can tell, or perhaps 

I am wrong, in spite of your ongoing interest in Pound and Brecht—both of 

course have their hands in opera—and in Adorno, whose writings are so much 

about music, and you have written the foreword to Jacques Attali’s Noise, 

where you seem particularly appreciative of the ways in which he understands 

music in terms of “the possibility of a superstructure to anticipate historical 

developments to foreshadow new social formations in a prophetic and annun-

ciatory way.” So I am wondering if you could say something about why you 

may be drawn to musical fi gures but not necessarily to analyzing music 

yourself?

Jameson: Music is clearly one of the most important components of 

American culture, and of postmodernity generally. People are listening to 

music all the time; it’s a new spatial form they are surrounded with, and I 

wish I could write about that and music generally. But you would have to 

master current musical technology (a little like the nomenclature of wine 

tasting), and you would also have to have an incisive and sensory language 

to invoke the individuality of sounds and timbres, the way a great critic of 
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poetry articulates the unspoken value of phrasing or an individual choice 

of words. It’s a gift  I admire but don’t have.

khanna: If I could just follow up for one second, I am interested, however, 

in why you are so drawn to fi gures who are musical (not necessarily the music 

itself). Do you think there’s a kind of musicality to, I don’t know, Adorno’s 

prose, or the way in which he’s invested in music actually gives him a diff er-

ent kind of vision of the work that you do comment on, or even with Pound’s 

interest and his work on opera, or Brecht’s?

Jameson: I admire Adorno’s musical writings because I think these off er 

very useful and, how shall I say, abstracted forms of dialectical thinking. 

Music is so nonrepresentational that you can see the dialectic Adorno is 

working out in the things he writes about people like Schoenberg, in a way 

that you wouldn’t if you had to deal with the content of a novel. I am more 

suspicious of the philosophical appeal to music as a metaphysical entity and 

a kind of nonconceptual nirvana—an aesthetic you can sometimes sense in 

the German tradition (indeed, I think that this valorization of music is in 

fact a German tradition).

khanna: Th e last question: I would like to hear a little bit about why you 

think everyone is currently so interested in ends rather than in beginnings?

Jameson: But they shouldn’t be. Remember Galeano’s remark that things 

were too bad for us to have the luxury of pessimism. Th ere are beginnings 

starting up all around us that have to be identifi ed: the new antiglobaliza-

tion (or alternate-worldist) movements from Seattle on, all kinds of excit-

ing artistic developments within postmodernity (now that the break with 

modernism is accomplished and a thing of the past). Meanwhile the uneven 

development of the world is very propitious in that sense: however sterile 

the fi rst world may have become, there are all kinds of other places in which 

interesting tendencies are starting up, despite universal commodifi cation. 

It’s a very exciting time.

Notes
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