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Ab stract

This ar ti cle looks at the prob lems So ci ol ogy has in the o rising mod ern dis courses in
the light of the rise and con sol i da tion of Postmodernism. The pa per be gins with an
his tor i cal sketch of the emer gence of En light en ment and how its val ues helped to
en gen der in tel lec tual cu ri os ity amongst the pre cur sors of mod ern ist so cio log i cal
theo ris ing. In deed, the pa per anal y ses how So ci ol ogy faces up to en light en ment
thought and leg acy via a crit i cal anal y sis of the mod ern-postmodern de bate: its his -
to ri og ra phy, pa thol o gies, and fu tur ology. At the same time, there has been a huge
es ca la tion of neo-Nietzschean the o rists un der the la bel of ‘postmodernist’ who have 
cas ti gated the en light en ment to the dust bin of the his tory of ideas, that its
metanarratives of ‘prog ress’ and ‘free dom’ have failed and that west ern ra tio nal ity
is ex hausted (Lyotard, 1984). Sub se quently, the pa per as sesses to what ex tent the
val ues of the ‘pro ject of mo der nity’ have to be aban doned, and whether, in turn, so -
ci ol ogy can of fer the epistemic stretch ing of postmodern nar ra tives.

In tro duc tion

The ‘mod ern’ world that orig i nated in the West was ul ti mately the prod uct of the
“twin rev o lu tions” of the late eigh teenth cen tury, the In dus trial Rev o lu tion and the
French Rev o lu tion (Thomp son, 1992). Ac cord ing to Powell (2005) the emer gence
of ‘mo der nity’ can be char ac ter ised by a huge rise in trade and in dus try caus ing ma -
jor shifts in the life styles of West ern civili sa tion as well as new po lit i cal, eco nomic
and le gal struc tures. The En light en ment was a time of much new in tel lec tual
thought and phi los o phy which was ar gued to be ‘ra tio nal, eq ui ta ble, based on nat u -
ral law and sci en tific prin ci ples’ (Ham il ton, 1992: 48). Henri de Saint-Si mon and
Au gust Comte wanted a ‘sci ence of so ci ety ca pa ble of both ex plain ing its past and
pre dict ing its fu ture’ (Ham il ton, 1992: 53). ‘Mod ern ist’ so ci ol ogy as serted the idea
that true facts about na ture and so ci ety were out there to be dis cov ered. By un cov er -
ing such ‘laws’ through ob jec tive, pro gres sive re search it was thought that we could 
dis cover a su pe rior form of knowl edge to that of myth i cal ide ol o gies (McLennan,
1992: 332). The mas ter nar ra tive of ‘prog ress’ be came the new ‘God’, ‘ra tio nal’ re -
placed ‘ir ra tio nal’ and truth be came the new ‘mis sion’. In mo der nity the ul ti mate
goals of prog ress and the mas tery of na ture be came as sumed and un ques tioned just
as God had gone un ques tioned in faith (Bauman, 1992: xiv). Bauman claims that a
dis tin guish ing char ac ter is tic of mo der nity was the search for a struc tured world
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were ‘na ture’ is taken into hand through the im po si tion of a man-made or der
(Bauman, 1992).

Powell (2005) sug gests that the En light en ment can be sum ma rised in two
words: ‘crit i cism and power’ and he pos its the idea put for ward by Ernst Cassirer
that the En light en ment sig ni fied the join ing to gether of ‘crit i cal thought’ and ‘pro -
duc tive ac tion’. How ever, Powell (2005) ar gues that we should avoid in ter pre ta -
tions of the En light en ment which view it as one over arch ing doc trine. The
ex pe ri ence of the En light en ment var ied greatly be tween dif fer ent coun tries. Brit ain, 
Ger many, France and It aly all had dif fer ent ap proaches in terms of the ex tent of
their po lit i cal ac tiv ity and the in sti tu tions that were in volved. There was no one
body of En light en ment the ory; enlightenment in tel lec tu als were united in a fam ily
sense in terms of their style of think ing and were sit u ated in a par tic u lar cul tural cli -
mate (Powell, 2005). 

To day, unity be tween ad vo cates of mod ern ist so ci ol ogy (Habermas, 1992)
and post-mod ern ist the o rists is ex cep tion ally brit tle. Cen tral to post-mod ern ist
thought is a de cons truc tion of en light en ment ide al ism. The next sec tion en gages
with such de cons truc tionism and anal y ses if the ‘pro ject of mo der nity’ is de fen si ble
in an ad verse and un cer tain world.

De cons truct ing Oc ci den tal Mo der nity: Postmodernism, Frag men ta tion and
Dif fer ence

If west ern ‘mod ern ism’, as a term ap plied to cul ture, is char ac ter ised by the rise in
avant-garde forms of lit er a ture, and art and so on in the early 20th cen tury and the re -
jec tion of pre vi ous re stric tive styles and struc tures (Powell, 2005) then it can ar gued 
also that ‘postmodernism’ in cul ture came about in the 1970s and of fered ‘a wider
and more dy namic un der stand ing of con tem po rary rep re sen ta tion’ than any pre vi -
ous view points (McRobbie, 1994: 13). It sig nalled an ero sion of bound aries and a
de sta bi lis ing of high/low cul tural bar ri ers.

Ac cord ing to Thomp son (1992) postmodernism did not only af fect cul ture as 
a whole new so cial ep och emerged due to a range of de vel op ments in all ar eas of so -
ci ety such as pol i tics, in dus try, me dia and the rise of so cial move ments which ul ti -
mately has led to the de vel op ment of a postmodern world char ac ter ised by
‘frag men ta tion, mul ti plic ity, plu ral ity and in de ter mi nacy’ (Thomp son, 1992: 223).
If this char ac teri sa tion is cor rect, it has had strong im pli ca tions for the En light en -
ment aims and val ues of mod ern ist so ci ol ogy. 
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In deed, within So ci ol ogy, Bauman claims that postmodernity is, above all, a
state of mind (Bauman, 1992: vii). He suggests that the term ‘mo der nity’ has come
about only through the postmodern van tage point. The la bel ling of mo der nity is
merely a re-eval u a tion of the past and is not a term which is sim ply de scrip tive of a
cer tain pe riod in the log i cal pro gres sion of his tory (Bauman, 1992). Postmodernism 
rep re sents a shift of fo cus from uni ver sal ism to plu ral ism. It is the ac cep tance that
mod ern aims of uni ver sal ism are fu tile and the rec og ni tion of ‘plu ral ism of cul tures, 
com mu nal tra di tions, ide ol o gies, ‘forms of life’ or ‘lan guage games’’ (Bauman,
1992: 102). Two postmodern schol ars have gained no to ri ety for their cri tique of
modernist so ci ol ogy.

Firstly, Baudrillard adopts an ex treme aban don ment of En light en ment val ues 
in his dev as tat ing cri tique of mod ern so ci ol ogy. Baudrillard fo cuses on the tran -
scen den tal na ture of so ci ety through the con cept of ‘hyperreality’. He ar gued that in 
to day’s so ci ety there is no dis tinc tion be tween re al ity and il lu sion (Hollinger, 1994), 
and that in di vid u als live their lives through a sim u la tion of re al ity. Noth ing has any
true or i gin or au then tic ity and lived ex pe ri ence is it self a mere con struc tion, made
of a se ries of depthless signs and rep re sen ta tions (Powell, 2005). In this way
Baudrillard ar gues that so ci ol ogy can serve no po lit i cal pur pose any more as power
re la tions have been dis persed through the hyperreal na ture of so ci ety (Smart, 1993). 
The ‘neat di vi sions’, ‘hi er ar chies’, and ‘foun da tional pre mises’ of both mo der nity
and so ci ol ogy (Seidman, 1998) are no lon ger rel e vant. In par tic u lar, Baudrillard re -
jects the eco nomic de ter min ism of Marx ism (as is true of all the first wave
postmodernists) and states that there are no lon ger such fun da men tal sys tems of ex -
ploi ta tion, only su per fi cial sim u la tions and ex changes (Powell, 2005).

‘Like the phi los o pher Nietz sche, Baudrillard crit i cizes such claims to truth
and fa vours a model based on what he calls se duc tion. Se duc tion plays on the sur -
face: it is the sur face ap pear ance that is ef fec tive in de ter min ing ac tion, not some la -
tent or hid den struc ture as claimed by Marx ism or Freudianism.’ (Thomp son, 1992:
244.)

Sec ondly, the work of Jean-Francois Lyotard is also largely based on a re jec -
tion of mod ern ‘grand nar ra tive’ so ci ol ogy. In the late 1960s Lyotard was a mem ber
of a rad i cal Marx ist group in France and was in volved in the po lit i cal ac tion that
took place in French uni ver si ties in 1968. How ever, in his work of the early 1970s
he be gan to de velop a form of post-Marx ist so cial thought (Seidman, 1994). In or -
der to do this Lyotard found it nec es sary to dis tin guish be tween what con sti tuted
pre-mod ern, mod ern and postmodern thought and he then set out to de cons truct the
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way in which bod ies of knowl edge are cre ated in or der to le git i mate hi er ar chi cal
struc tures in so ci ety (Powell, 2005).

In his landmark work ‘The Postmodern Con di tion’ (1984, first pub lished in
French in 1979) Lyotard looked at the changes that have oc curred to the na ture of
‘knowl edge’ through out his tory. He pointed to how premodern so ci ety was based
on nar ra tives that were made up of re li gion and myth (Seidman, 1998). Knowl edge
was a ‘body of sto ries’ that were thought to ex plain the way so ci ety was and de ter -
mine that which was ‘good’ or ‘evil’. In this way such nar ra tives le git i mated the so -
cial rules of be hav iour that de ter mined how so ci ety was struc tured and who had
au thor ity (Seidman, 1998). In con trast mo der nity, Lyotard ar gued, was thought to
be based on ‘true’ knowl edge that re jected the ‘nar ra tives’ of premodernity. Lyotard
as serts that sup pos edly ‘pure’, ‘real’ sci en tific knowl edge is also self-le git i mat ing
so is it self merely an other ‘nar ra tive’ (McLennan, 1992: 332). Lyotard ar gues that
sci en tific thought and knowl edge has po lit i cal and philo soph i cal agen das and is
there fore value laden (McLennan, 1992: 333). An ideal that un der pinned the be gin -
nings of En light en ment thought was that the at tain ment of ab so lute knowl edge for
all would mean the at tain ment of ab so lute free dom for all (Connor, 1989: 30). 

It was thought that knowl edge was the key to break ing down power struc -
tures that had ex isted dur ing the dom i na tion of premodern nar ra tives. But Lyotard
(1981) pointed to the con tra dic tions within mod ern sci en tific bod ies of knowl edge
and ar gued that they are them selves still made up of hi er ar chi cal power struc tures.
Just as in ear lier so ci ety nar ra tives served to de ter mine who had the right to speak
and who did not, Lyotard states that this is still the case. Hi er ar chies still op er ate and 
serve to give the de ci sion mak ing elite the power to de cide what gets de fined as le -
git i mate knowl edge (Powell, 2005).

‘Count less sci en tists have seen their “move” ig nored or re pressed, some -
times for de cades, be cause it too abruptly destabilized the ac cepted po si tions, not
only in the uni ver sity and sci en tific hi er ar chy, but also in the prob lem atic.’ (Lyotard, 
1984: 63).

Lyotard ar gues there fore that sci ence can no lon ger be seen as a uni fied body
work ing to wards the eman ci pa tion of hu man ity (Connor, 1989: 31). His ideas can
be linked to those of Nietz sche who be lieves that ‘truth’ and ‘knowl edge’ are merely 
a ‘mat ter of con ven tions that fal sify and dis sim u late to pro mote hu man sur vival’
(Hollinger, 1994: 105). The as ser tion by sci ence that it is con stantly ob jec tively
striv ing for truth and prog ress is called into ques tion by the fact that the search for
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knowl edge is in ex tri ca bly linked to achiev ing eco nomic growth in so ci ety
(McLennan, 1992: 332). 

Since, as Lyotard (1984) points out, the le git i ma tion of sci ence can be called
into ques tion, knowl edge as a uni fied, over arch ing metanarrative (such as the En -
light en ment nar ra tive that knowl edge = lib er a tion) as was key in mo der nity, breaks
down into a wide range of ‘micronarratives’ (Lyotard, 1984: xxiv Connor, 1989:
32). Each sep a rate spe cial ism has a dif fer ent dis course and play dif fer ent ‘lan guage
games’ in an at tempt to gain ac cred i ta tion from their spe cific au di ence (Seidman,
1994: 208; McLennan, 1992: 333; Lyotard, 1984: 64). This to Lyotard is what ul ti -
mately char ac ter ises the ‘Postmodern Con di tion’. 

‘Sim pli fy ing to the ex treme, I de fine postmodern as in cre du lity to ward
metanarratives’ (Lyotard, 1984: xxiv)

By re ject ing the be lief in the abil ity to uni ver sal ise, philo soph i cal thought
loses its au thor ity to make any sug ges tions as to what ac tion can be taken in or der to
make changes in so ci ety (Smart, 1993: 37). In re sponse to the crit i cisms of the En -
light en ment made by Lyotard, Habermas wishes to con sol i date the ‘pro ject of mo -
der nity’ and fur ther ar gues that we should not com pletely aban don the pos si bil ity of
a ra tio nal pur suit of truth (Steuerman, 1992: 107). He de fends mo der nity and ar gues 
that what is needed is more philo soph i cal dis cus sion, not less (Steuerman, 1992:
113). Habermas states that through the use of com mu ni ca tive ac tion, lan guage and
ra tio nal di a logue, the En light en ment aims of truth, jus tice and free dom are still at -
tain able along side so cial con sen sus (Steuerman, 1992: 104-107). How ever, Lyotard 
ar gues that Habermas ig nores the fact that com mu ni ca tion can not sim ply take the
form of con sen sual, ra tio nal di a logue, it will al ways take place in the con text of
power strug gles (Bertens, 1995: 128). 

There fore, rather than hold ing on to the ide als of En light en ment sci en tific
thought, Lyotard might sug gest that we at tempt to ‘re struc ture’ so ci ol ogy in a
postmodern vein so that we might find a dem o cratic, plu ral is tic so lu tion (Seidman,
1994: 207). He ar gued that whilst grand nar ra tives, such as the Marxian nar ra tive of
class con flict, were well in ten tioned and es sen tial to mod ern ist so ci ol ogy, to con -
tinue to uti lise such con cepts failed ad e quately to chal lenge the hi er ar chi cal struc -
tures in so ci ety (even though such hi er ar chies have be come less steep over time)
and there fore con tin ued to marginalize and re press is sues of dif fer ence.

‘Postmodern sci ence aban dons ab so lute stan dards, uni ver sal cat e go ries and
grand the o ries in fa vour of lo cal, contextualized, and prag matic con cep tual strat e -
gies.’ (Seidman, 1994: 207)
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Seidman out lines the postmodern idea that the splin ter ing of metanarratives
has oc curred to such an ex tent that so ci ety has be come decentered. In di vid u als ex -
pe ri ence their lives at con stantly shift ing in ter sec tions of dif fer ent dis courses and
lan guage games. In stances of op pres sion, there fore, oc cur in many dif fer ent con -
texts as in di vid u als con stantly con struct, de cons truct and re con struct them selves in
terms of these ‘frac tured iden ti ties’ (Bradley, 1996: 211). How ever, where this
could not be ex plained uti lis ing mod ern grand nar ra tives which cen tred on one con -
cept such as class con flict, Lyotard ar gues that a postmodern anal y sis does of fer a
way of ex plain ing is sues of mul ti plic ity and dif fer ence (Powell, 2005: 95).

Postmodernism: A De-Radi cal ised Nar ra tive?

The postmodern colo nis ation of the ‘death of the so cial’ by French post-Marx ists
such as Lyotard and Baudrillard may ex em plify (in a hyperreal an a lyt i cal met a phor) 
throw ing the ‘axe’ at the heart of so ci ol ogy but it may turn into a ‘boo mer ang’ of
the o ret i cal cri tique and sub se quently lev els it self in wardly at their postmodern
narrativity. In deed, postmodernists such as Lyotard (1984) are in a sense claim ing to 
be the new hold ers of ‘lo cal truths’ whilst at the same time de nounc ing that such a
the o ri za tion of find ing ‘truth’ is a rei fi ca tion of re al ity. In deed, Barbara Chris tian
sug gests that postmodernism seeks to de cons truct the very tra di tion that it be longs
to in terms of lan guage and forms (Chris tian, 1996: 315). This is a view shared by
Giddens, who ar gues that, Lyotardian postmodernism is merely an off-shoot of de -
vel op ments oc cur ring within mod ern ist so ci ol ogy. Giddens states that:

‘Mo der nity no lon ger equals En light en ment: such is clear to al most ev ery one.
The task now is to grasp the im pli ca tions of this sev er ance with out re laps ing into
the aporias of postmodernism.’ (Giddens, 1992: 174).

A main crit i cism of post-mod ern ism is that the be lief that there is no fixed
‘truth’ or mean ing to any thing is ul ti mately ni hil is tic and un der mines any pos si bil -
ity of moral ac tion (Powell, 2005). How ever, Lyotard ar gued that by tak ing a local -
ised ap proach postmodernism was more adapt able than any grand nar ra tive to
ad dress is sues of power and op pres sion (Seidman, 1994: 207).

This is a view con sol i dated by Bauman (2001), who claims in di vid ual lives
are af fected by local ised con di tions and nar ra tives, and what is needed is an anal y sis 
of to what ex tent the in di vid ual is gov erned by ex ter nal con di tions in terms of their
life choices (Bauman, 2001). Power has pro gressed to a state which is not set or eas -
ily de ter mined and can shift quickly and eas ily be tween sit u a tions. This is ul ti -
mately linked to the highly de vel oped na ture of what it is that is bought and sold as
Cap i tal (Bauman, 2001). Bauman ar gues that postmodern cul ture is ef fec tively a

International Journal of Sociology and Social Policy 6



com pet i tive mar ket trad ing in ‘life mean ings’ (Bauman, 2001: 4) and this can be
linked to Lyotard’s sug ges tion that knowl edge has be come the prod uct of dif fer ent
‘specialisms’ to be bought and sold for profit (Lyotard, 1984: 5). Sim i larly, the work 
of Frederic Jameson (1991) un der stood postmodernism as an ex ten sion of the ‘logic 
of late cap i tal ism’. Jameson ar gued that globalisation and mul ti na tional cap i tal ism
had re sulted in mass con sum er ism and the to tal com modi fi ca tion of cul ture where
‘im ages, styles and rep re sen ta tions…are the prod ucts them selves’ (Connor, 1989:
46). How ever, Hall ar gues that the postmodern idea of cul tural ho mogeni sa tion is
too sim plis tic (Hall, 1992: 304); in our re struc tur ing of the ory we should ac knowl -
edge how the ‘global’ and the ‘lo cal’ ar tic u late and re cog nise that globalisation is
un evenly dis trib uted globalisation is also a west ern phe nom e non in dic a tive of the
un equal power re la tions be tween ‘oc ci den tal mo der nity’ and ‘the rest’ (Powell,
2005).

One of the com pel ling crit i cisms of an aspirational postmodern so ci ol ogy is
that it of fers no ve hi cle for so cial trans for ma tion (Wa ters, 1996), to aban don the val -
ues of En light en ment ul ti mately means there would be no pur suit of crit i cal and
generalisable knowl edge. This is a view held by Callinicos who states that
postmodernity ‘is merely a the o ret i cal con struct’ (Callinicos, 1989: 9) and that we
should in no way move away from reductionism and grand nar ra tives. Only through 
the uti li sa tion of Marx’s con cept of class con flict will so ci ol ogy re tain it’s abil ity to
trans form the world. To aban don mod ern ist so ci ol ogy, Callinicos states, would
mean ‘there is lit tle left for us to do, ex cept, like Lyotard and Baudrillard, to fid dle
while Rome burns’ (Callinicos, 1989: 174). 

The so cio log i cal im pli ca tions for the du al ity yet bi nary op po si tion of
‘postmodernity v mo der nity’ has caught the at ten tion of Zygmunt Bauman (1992)
in his anal y sis of what ex actly postmodern cri tique meant for so ci ol ogy as a dis ci -
pline. For Bauman, postmodernism poses the threat of aban don ment of the so cio -
log i cal dis ci pline if ‘in tel lec tu als’ re spond to it by tak ing the stance that ‘only
uni ver sal may hem can fol low the dis ap pear ance of uni ver sal ity-claim ing truths’
(Bauman, 1992). He states that postmodernism cre ates an ‘eth i cal par a dox’ for so ci -
ol o gists; on the one hand it re stores moral choice, sub jec tiv ity and re spon si bil ity but 
on the other hand it takes away the com fort and le giti mi sa tion that co mes from be -
lief in uni ver sal truths (Bauman, 1992). 

Bauman (1992) points out that within the dis ci plin ary sub ject mat ter of so ci -
ol ogy the cen tral fo cus has shifted. This move away from the ul ti mate goal of find -
ing uni ver sal truths has co in cided with a fo cus more on the skills, tech niques and
ma te ri als used by in tel lec tu als as valid sub ject mat ter of in tel lec tual study in it self
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(Bauman, 1992: 94). The pro cess of so cio log i cal thought is no lon ger purely a
means to an end, it is it self up for dis cus sion and theo ri sa tion. This, Bauman ar gues,
is a re sponse to the fail ure of mod ern pro cesses and aims. Fur ther more, Bauman
states that the postmodern world has led to a ‘sta tus cri sis’ for in tel lec tu als within
so ci ol ogy and he says that this must be un der stood in the con text of three key con -
trib u tory fac tors (Bauman, 1992: 96). 

Firstly, fun da men tal is the reali sa tion that ide al is tic no tions of a global uto pia 
and uni ver sal stan dards of liv ing, such as those put for ward by the ‘found ing fa -
thers’, are ethnocentric and gendered (Bauman, 1992). There has been a gen eral ac -
cep tance that it is no lon ger worth while to be lieve in the pos si bil ity of a global
struc ture of dom i na tion that could over see equal stan dards and qual ity of life world
wide. Those who still search for uni ver sal truths are con sid ered un re al is tic. How -
ever it is im por tant to point out that whilst this is gen er ally the case in the in tel lec -
tual world, the de cline of be lief in global stan dards has not nec es sar ily been
re cog nised in po lit i cal ac tion (Bauman, 1992).

Sec ondly, the de cline in uni ver sal ity means that po lit i cal dom i na tion is no
lon ger main tained through le git i ma tion ob tained via what is con sid ered to be uni -
ver sally, mor ally cor rect and true (Bauman, 1992). In stead dom i na tion is achieved
and main tained through more com plex means of se duc tion and re pres sion. Pre vi ous 
forms of le git i ma tion, which were the fo cus of much so cio log i cal in quiry, have be -
come ir rel e vant. In stead what has be come of cen tral im por tance is cul tural knowl -
edge  which pro vides the power and means to ma nip u late in or der to se duce and
re press (Bauman, 1992). 

Thirdly, what is more which con trib utes to the ‘sta tus cri sis’ is that be cause
of a thirst for cul tural knowl edge, cul ture is no lon ger the pri vate prop erty of in tel -
lec tu als as it once was (Bauman, 1992). Their sta tus has been un der mined be cause
cul tural ad vance ments are now firmly in the hands of pow er ful cul tural cap i tal ists
and bu reau crats such as gal lery own ers and tele vi sion ex ec u tives. Such peo ple have 
taken the ground work done by in tel lec tu als, in terms of cul tural the ory, and have
turned it to their ad van tage in the ways that they mould and re shape cul ture. By tap -
ping into such knowl edge they are able to ma nip u late the pub lic and there fore they
are the ones wield ing the most cul tural power, no lon ger the in tel lec tual elite
(Bauman, 1992: 100). The cul mi na tion of these three dimansions of the ‘cri sis’
among so ci ol ogy in tel lec tu als has left a ‘feel ing of anx i ety, out-of-placeness, loss of 
di rec tion which con sti tutes the true ref er ent of the con cept of postmodernity’
(Bauman, 1992: 101).
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The End of Mod ern ist So ci ol ogy?

Whilst some so ci ol o gists might still hold onto En light en ment val ues (Habermas,
1981), Seidman states that it is dan ger ous for them to com pletely ig nore
postmodernism or even to ac knowl edge it but carry on re gard less (Seidman, 1998:
317). The disempowerment of in tel lec tu als which has come about amidst
postmodernism leads us to ques tion what so cial role, if any, do so ci ol o gists have
now that they are no lon ger needed to ad vise on pol icy or cul ture? Comte’s claim
that so ci ol ogy would be a sci ence of so ci ety for its own sake now sounds ‘hol low
and im plau si ble’ (Seidman, 1998: 317). Seidman ar gues that to con tinue to ad vo -
cate the val ues and ap proaches of mod ern ism will seal the fate of so ci ol ogy as an in -
su lar and largely ob so lete dis ci pline (Seidman, 1998: 318). 

His tor i cally so ci ol ogy was con sid ered to have pub lic rel e vance and be able
to pro duce sci en tific, ob jec tive com men tary in the pur suit of ‘prog ress’. How ever
the wide spread so cial pro tests of 1968 in Paris chal lenged the pre mises of En light -
en ment so ci ol ogy and led to many French the o rists (such as Lyotard and
Baudrillard) ques tion ing whether ‘knowl edge’ could be sci en tific (Seidman, 1998:
299). For Seidman, it is this idea of so ci ol ogy as a sci ence which is ul ti mately the
‘dead weight’ un der which so ci ol ogy could po ten tially suf fo cate (Seidman, 1998:
346). It is there fore nec es sary to ac knowl edge this and aban don the highly sus pi -
cious En light en ment prem ise of sci en tific knowl edge (Foucault, 1977).

For both Seidman and Bauman what is key in the anal y sis of the pos si bil ity of 
a postmodern so ci ol ogy is that what is needed is a shift of fo cus in terms of the role
of the in tel lec tual (Seidman, 1998: 318). So ci ol ogy should up root it self from En -
light en ment leg is la tive aims and set it self up as an in ter pre ta tive body. The so ci ol o -
gist should fo cus on gain ing an un der stand ing of the world around us, mak ing the
un fa mil iar fa mil iar, not on gain ing rigid uni ver sal laws (Seidman, 1998). Bauman
stated that postmodern so ci ol ogy ‘can le git i mize its right to ex ist… only if it does
ex actly this: if it gen er ates a so cial-sci en tific dis course which the o rizes dif fer ent as -
pects of con tem po rary ex pe ri ence, or the o rizes them in a dif fer ent way’ (Bauman,
1992: 93). Seidman agrees and pre dicts that ‘postmodern par a digms of hu man stud -
ies’ will take the place of ‘mod ern so cial sci ence’ and that they can be com pared on
three main lev els (Seidman, 1992: 348): firstly, in mod ern so cial sci ence, the so cial
sci en tist is con sid ered ca pa ble of com plete im par tial ity and able to re lay pure, ob -
jec tive knowl edge. But in the postmodern par a digms of hu man stud ies the so cial
sci en tist is thought of as in ex tri ca bly in flu enced by their so cial and his tor i cal iden -
tity; sec ondly, where mod ern so cial sci ence was based on the be lief in an un der ly ing 
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uni ver sal struc ture, postmodern par a digms high light the fact that re gard less of the
pos si bil ity of a uni ver sal struc ture we con struct and ex pe ri ence all so cial pro cesses
and sit u a tions in re sponse to a his tor i cally spe cific and unique con text; thirdly is
once again re gard ing the ac tual role of the in tel lec tual. The mod ern view was that
the so cial sci en tist was striv ing to dis cover sci en tific knowl edge in a de tached way
in the pur suit of pub lic en light en ment and so cial prog ress. How ever the postmodern 
so cial sci en tist takes on the role of in ter pre tive so cial an a lyst and pub lic ed u ca tor.
The so cial knowl edge that they pro duce is re cog nised as hav ing moral and po lit i cal
sig nif i cance in terms of the po ten tial it has to mould and in flu ence pub lic life.

Con clu sion

In as sess ing the im pli ca tions of postmodernity for mod ern ist so ci ol ogy it is im por -
tant to give postmodernism the credit it de serves and take note of both the
epistemological and on to log i cal pos si bil i ties it al lows for so cio log i cal the o riz ing
(Seidman, 1998; Bauman and May, 2003). As Habermas (1992) points out, within
in tel lec tual de bate postmodernism is too of ten seen as purely an at tack on the val ues
of En light en ment and mo der nity with out of fer ing any thing with which to move for -
ward. Habermas (1981) claims that the ‘pro ject of mo der nity’ must not only be
viewed as a the o ret i cal ne ces sity but also one of which re quires ut ter com mit ment
and prac ti cal im ple men ta tion and re al iza tion. Habermas (1981) cas ti gates Lyotard
as rep re sent ing ‘young con ser va tives’ be cause of their neo-Nietzschean dis courses
of ir ra tio nal ity and pes si mism. Fur ther, Habermas (1981) claims that the pro ject of
mo der nity is ‘un fin ished’ and con tains un lim ited ca pac ity for emancipatory po ten -
tial. Such po ten tial draws on the spe cial iza tion of cul ture for the en rich ment of daily
life and si mul ta neously the ra tio nal or gani sa tional of ev ery day life and ex pe ri ence.
The pro ject of mo der nity has un lim ited po ten tial to in crease so cial ra tio nal ity, jus -
tice and mo ral ity; this can be real ised by cog ni tive pro gres sion and moral bound -
aries of ra tio nal ity. From Habermas’ (1984) point of view, the de fence of the
en light en ment is qual i fied. He gives sweep ing cas ti ga tion to the ‘young con ser va -
tives’ such as Lyotard whom he ac cuses of set ting up ‘false pro grams of the ne ga -
tion of cul ture’ which fail to real ise pos i tive con tri bu tion to pro ject of mo der nity.

Whilst Habermas op ti mis ti cally wishes to strengthen mod ern ist so cio log i cal
the o riz ing, he will not ad here to any of the postmodern claims. With pe ri odic ep i -
sodes of in hu man ity rang ing from 9/11, the Ho lo caust to geno cide in Rwanda and
‘eth nic cleans ing in Kosova, the mod ern ist pro ject of ‘eman ci pa tion’ seems frag ile.
What is clear is that not only must we as sess whether the val ues of En light en ment
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so ci ol ogy are to be aban doned but we must go fur ther and eval u ate the role that so -
ci ol ogy will take on in a postmodern world. In deed, it is per haps worth ask ing: what
hap pens to So ci ol ogy be yond postmodernism? and postmodernism be yond So ci ol -
ogy?
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