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STUDIES
Avant-garde or Lost Platoon?
Postmodernism as Social Control

By Tom Wayman

I

Imagine the worries of a conservative North American university or col-
lege professor in June 1970. To him or her, the attitudes, beliefs and behav-
ior of some young people generally and students particularly during the
past few years threatens not just the rational operation of a postsecondary
institution—negatively impacting the classroom as well as institutional
goals and decision-making structures. In addition, off-campus protest
activities by young men and women—demonstrations, sit-ins, boycotts—
plus the personal appearance and declared viewpoints of a segment of
youth indicate an apparent wish by an ever-growing minority to reject all
social norms, including legitimate efforts to contain Communism’s spread
at home and abroad, and attempts by legally constituted authorities to over-
see the participation of North America’s colored population in their coun-
try’s economic and social mainstreams.

On campus, this oppositional spirit of some students would seem to our
professor to have a disruptive effect far beyond their numbers. Impudent
in-class questions with regard to the “relevance” of course content, so-
called “teach-ins” regarding social issues such as the Vietnam War or civil
rights for Negroes, and production of institutional “anti-calendars” that
unfairly and ignorantly critique both individual professors’ teaching abili-
ties and the courses themselves are just a few of the ways the normal func-
tioning of the institution has been hampered or endangered. Protest rallies
held on campus to object to this or that policy of the school’s administra-
tion, or of democratically elected or appointed off-campus authority at
every level, plus the selling or free distribution on campus of agitational
left-wing propaganda in the form of leaflets, pamphlets, and “underground
newspapers,” also have sought to undermine postsecondary education’s
true purpose, namely the pursuit of knowledge useful for the orderly
enhancement of a democratic society, and the mental and moral shaping of
those young men and women who someday will guide private and public
enterprises, not to mention the nation itself, into the future.
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Most upsetting in the eyes of our professor is that the disruptive ideas
and activities of a small number of students—ironically, many of whom are
ostensibly studying disciplines considered part of the “humanities”—has
led to a complete shut-down of a campus, as at Columbia University in the
spring of 1968 and San Francisco State College that fall. Even Harvard
suffered through a student “strike” in April of 1969. And repeatedly cam-
pus buildings in many institutions have been temporarily “occupied” by
bands of students, who thus deny access to classrooms, laboratories, and
faculty or administrative offices to those who legitimately have a right to
use them. Such building takeovers—for purposes of general protest, and
to prevent military and corporate recruiting—swelled to 313 in the U.S.
during the 1969-70 academic year, according to the FBI. A survey of only
a tenth of America’s 2,000 campuses showed that in the first six months of
1969 more than 200,000 students were involved in protests, with 3,600 of
them arrested and nearly 1,000 suspended or expelled (Hayden 393). And
so far in 1970 the numbers appear higher.

Our professor is aware that, given the nature of many on-campus pro-
test activities, radical students regard as porous the boundary between an
academic institution and the surrounding society. So the danger seems real
and immediate that the half-baked ideas of some students might find reso-
nance among disgruntled youth not currently enjoying the privilege of
attending a university or college. The May 1968 events in Paris, which saw
students and young union militants bring much of the city to a standstill,
represent an example of what might yet occur in North America. One
group of student activists visible on U.S. campuses is already calling for a
“worker-student alliance,” while in Detroit some Negro auto plant workers
formed a Dodge Revolutionary Union Movement in spring 1968. An ille-
gal strike of theirs even involved participation by white employees. By last
June several such groups of Negro car-factory employees had established
a League of Revolutionary Black Workers (Ahmad). How far this potential
insurrectionary contamination of the off-campus world by misguided
young people could go is indicated by a group advocating outright terror-
ism that broke away the previous June from the largest U.S. radical student
organization, the Students for a Democratic Society. The breakaway fac-
tion, calling itself the Weathermen, managed to kill three of their own this
March when a bomb factory in a Greenwich Village townhouse exploded.
And in early June a police headquarters in New York was bombed by the
group, although no one was hurt.

To our professor, the authorities’ counter to date to the burgeoning stu-
dent and youth unrest represents no solution. Instead of mounting a civi-
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lized, vigorous and persuasive intellectual defense of the status quo, or

adopting some other morally and scholarly sound initiative to restore the

campuses to sanity, the powers-that-be appear to have adopted a Third-

World-type escalation of deadly violence. In April this year, a student was

shot and killed by police during protest riots in the Isla Vista student dis-

trict alongside the University of California at Santa Barbara campus. Then
in early May, in response to the U.S. invasion on 30 April of Cambodia,
announced as necessary to defeat the Communist insurgents in Vietnam,
four students peacefully participating in an anti-invasion demonstration at

Kent State University in Ohio were gunned down by National Guardsmen,

and a further eleven wounded. These shootings prompted a week of nation-

wide protest, with more than 300 university and college campuses closed
either in response to demonstrations or preemptively. Ten days after the
Kent State incident, two student protesters were killed and nine wounded
by police gunfire on the Jackson State University campus in Mississippi.
When our professor reviews the current crisis facing universities and
colleges, he or she rejects as extreme the option of quieting postsecondary
institutions by killing any young person who advocates unpopular ideas in
apeaceful manner. Instead, our professor dreams of introducing into schol-
arly pursuits, especially those in the humanities and social science disci-
plines from which the majority of student protestors have come, a new and
different slate of concepts whose embrace by students would result in
calming the campus, and hence the surrounding society, where young peo-
ple have been riled up by agitation originating in postsecondary institu-
tions.

To be eftective at pacifying the campus, the professor realizes, the alter-
native set of ideas would have to simultaneously:

* Convince students that nothing is “true.” Activism begins with a
conviction that certain ideas, facts or actions are right, and others are
wrong. Undermine this conviction and you undermine the motivation
for protest: no one is going to march in the street or otherwise demand
changes on behalf of a concept that he or she feels perhaps is not true.

* Undermine the ability of students to speak clearly to the off-campus
population about the social, political or economic situation. People
with a postsecondary education are, after all, an elite, and, like any
elite, should demonstrate this status by employment of a jargon—a
kind of insider’s shorthand or shop-talk—as well as references to
esoteric knowledge not possessed by the hoi polloi. This component
of the new set of concepts can build on some activists’ present use in
speeches and writing of Maoist and other revolutionary terminology
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unfamiliar (and baffling, not to mention off-putting) to a non-
specialist audience.

» Counter the sense of solidarity on which any mass movement depends
by encouraging students to focus on the needs and wishes of
particular societal groups. By encouraging students to narrow their
attention to any specific splinter identity in the mosaic or melting pot
of North American society, and especially by encouraging students
not to link their own situation to those of such off-campus groups, a
vision of overall institutional change and/or of social change will
become vaguer. As a bonus, if this concept of “identity politics” can
spread to the larger society, left-wing solidarity will be transformed
from “how can your group and my group mutually aid each other to
achieve a common beneficial change?” to “how can your group
ensure that my group attains everything it wants?” Lack of solidarity
also makes large national activist organizations (coalitions)
impossible, whether of dissident students, faculty, or members of the
public. Fracturing the opposition is always a good plan for
maintaining the status quo. This aspect of the new mind-set can build
on how Negro and women’s liberation leaders often are quicker to
denounce participants in movements for social change for perceived
shortcomings than to protest effectively against the laws or customs
that these leaders feel constrain the advancement of members of their
groups.

» Alter students’ sense of history as consisting of an agreed-upon
progression of events to, as Matthew Arnold called it, a “huge
Mississippi of falsehood” (Bartlett 622). Marxism, which has
definitely influenced student protesters’ view of past, present, and
future, claims that history demonstrates that revolution is inevitable:
that “oppression” by capitalists will lead to their overthrow by
employees. If students’ belief in history as a series of events, each
with a cause and a consequence, can be undermined, not only will the
attraction of Marxism be lessened for them. Lack of a common
historical sense will also aid in the fracturing of solidarity mentioned
in the previous bulleted item: each splinter of society will be free to
construct its own version of the past, complete with its menu of
grievances and demands. The resultant endless arguments between
splinters that will naturally follow will help ensure that a common
front to work toward fundamental social change is unlikely.

* Mock and/or denounce students’ empathy for the downtrodden. The
challenge here is to induce students to abandon any feeling of kinship
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with the less fortunate at home and abroad. Such fellow-feeling can
lead to a desire to do something to change the unfortunates’ situation
and, hence, represents a first step toward activism. This stance can be
attacked as slumming, or as imposing alien values on people who are
probably perfectly happy in their poverty or in what can be
misrepresented as misfortune. Students must be convinced that their
attempt to understand others’ social situation, and, especially, to
communicate to the wider world something of another group’s
attitudes, beliefs, accomplishments, and so on, is a form of theft—
stealing the existential essence of such a group. Since young people
can have an initial negative response to learning that others lack
privileges they enjoy, such impulsive empathy can in the last resort be
neutralized to irony. Irony is a stance young people find attractive—
after all, it presupposes a sense of superiority toward what the ironist
gazes upon (that which is gazed at does not realize its shortcomings
the way the ironist does). Facilitating students’ adoption of irony as
an attitude toward the world encourages them to safely distance
themselves from others’ perceived predicaments. Students will
probably feel equal distance from the established systems that at
present structure society, but with such distance comes a declining
inclination to try to alter those structures.

Besides the above parameters necessary for the success of the new on-cam-
pus mind-set, our professor realizes that for this cluster of concepts to be
effective it must also include:

Language taken from the vocabulary of left-wing opposition.
Adherents of the new approach need to believe their scholarly,
creative, and pedagogical activities based on these ideas are
revolutionary, in keeping with what they consider to be the spirit of
the age and/or a moral imperative, even while the adoption of these
concepts restores the campuses to their pacific, detached, time-
honored role. By transforming (reducing or eliminating the political
content of) and adopting words such as “radical,” “innovative,”
“subversive,” ‘“nontraditional,” and “resistance,” the new slate of
attitudes can convince students they are still functioning in a
“progressive” oppositional milieu.

Language that sounds science-y, even while science is denounced.
Marxists speak of “scientific socialism,” and science is generally
believed to be the fountainhead of truth. Hence science must be
described in such a way that its claims to veracity are undermined.
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This is in accordance with the basic tenet of inducing students to
believe that nothing is true. Science can be declared suspect as a
source of knowledge because it is a product of human beings, who
naturally have their biases, and some examples can always be evoked
of silly or stupid or wrong-headed scientific claims from the past.
Science students know that, in fact, scientific theories are based on the
results of reproducible experiments—experiments that can be
repeated with the same results by anybody with any sort of bias
anywhere in the world. So this new mind-set is unlikely to gain much
purchase among science students or professors. Such a shortcoming is
not a serious flaw, however, since most campus protest originates
with humanities and social sciences students (the latter field known as
the “soft sciences,” where the scientific method is not rigorously
followed). Yet students’ general belief in the efficacy of science is
unlikely to vanish entirely. Thus some science vocabulary must be
employed: a specific stance toward primary material in literary
criticism or anthropology, say, can be designated a “theory,” or a
confusing compositional strategy in fiction or poetry can be called
“experimental.”

* Language that substitutes new words for concepts already described
by familiar words. This facet of the new approach is in accordance
with the goal of hampering communication between students and the
wider public. For instance, “subaltern” can be substituted for
“subordinate,” or “interrogate” for “question.” A discussion of how
complex an idea is can be said to “complicate” that idea. If a sample
of writing is incomprehensible, its goal can be described as “to
disrupt” or “to trouble” or “to subvert” ordinary syntax or
interpretation. Rather than stating an author or instructor “focuses” or
“concentrates” on a subject or viewpoint, if the latter need to be
disparaged the statement can be made that the author or teacher
“privileges” that subject or point of view. The negative connotations
around the word “privilege” is a bonus beyond mere jargonization—
the linking of a negative aura to the situation being described is a
psychological step toward inducing the reader or listener to regard an
action, idea or person with reduced credence.

» A distrust of language itself. Since written or spoken language is the
means of communicating ideas, activist students will be less eager to
articulate their beliefs to peers or the wider population if they can be
persuaded to mistrust or dislike language per se. To this end, latent
antiauthoritarianism can be evoked by claiming that grammar—which
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it is possible to portray as an array of rules undemocratically imposed
on people by their language—is intrinsically oppressive. Once history
and science (in this case, philology, child development, cognition
studies, neurobiology) are disparaged sufficiently in students’ minds,
language can be denounced as inherently hierarchical, and hence
racist, sexist, etc.

* Appeals to authority under the guise of antiauthoritarianism. Activist
students who proclaim themselves antiauthoritarian nevertheless
frequently quote the dicta of Mao or Che Guevara or other
revolutionary leaders as authorization for a political position or action.
Similarly, students can be induced to reflexively respect authority by
insisting they justify their views, however supposedly contrarian, by
reference to or quotation from a preapproved selection of notable
contributors to the new slate of ideas. Encouraging this stricture not
only channels a student’s thinking into prescribed paths, it also blunts
critical thinking that can lead to unsound conclusions by requiring
reference to a precedent (proof that an idea is already sanctioned by
an authority) for any opinion.

* A career path. Real revolution creates an uncertain future, even for
revolutionaries. While young people love to regard themselves as
adventurous, most attend college or university with the solid
expectation of bettering their social and/or economic prospects in the
long run. Ensuring that those students who adopt the new mind-set are
rewarded with academic jobs—indeed, making proof of an applicant’s
familiarity and facility with this new collection of concepts a
requirement for academic employment—will help ensure the
widespread acceptance of these precepts.

The bulleted wish lists above will be instantly recognizable to anyone who
has spent time in certain contemporary university departments as the
essence of postmodernist thought. Of course, postmodernism was not
adopted by postsecondary professors, programs, and departmental and
course syllabi at the urging of one conservative professor, or even a cabal
of them. Yet campus unrest was at its height toward the end of the 1960s
when North American academics in the humanities and social sciences
began to absorb and promulgate the ideas of the linguists, philosophers,
psychologists, cultural anthropologists and critics whose writings consti-
tute postmodernist beliefs. And as these ideas were embraced by many pro-
fessors, and passed along to their students, campuses were indeed
transformed. Postsecondary institutions changed from functioning as
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lively centres of unbridled inquiry and protest—from which young people
fanned out to build local and national social movements opposed to the
Vietnam War, imperialism, and racism, and to help raise and expand soci-
ety’s consciousness about feminism and ecology. Such student engage-
ment with the larger society—whose taxes fund academic life—had been
leading, as our professor noted, toward a realization by activist students
that how employment is organized enables the daily reproduction of the
systems of production and consumption that keep in power the hierarchies
that benefit most from capitalism and its handmaidens, global commerce
and watr.

Today, with postmodernism a significant mode of thought in many
humanities and social science disciplines, English-speaking universities
and colleges have become placid degree mills where students meekly
undergo training in accepting a lifetime of personal debt and in accepting
the immutability of existing economic and social arrangements. As gov-
ernments have dropped the goal of extending postsecondary education to
an ever-larger percentage of the population, except with reference to “job
skills training,” universities have become increasingly corporatized in
terms of funding, self-image, and structure. Despite the self-proclaimed
“left-wing” content of postmodernist ideas, faculty have almost as meekly
as students acceded to the extension of corporate influence over the prior-
ities and conduct of postsecondary institutions. For all the tens of thou-
sands of classroom lectures, assigned textbooks, academic articles, and
student papers filled with anti-capitalist rhetoric, in North America no
effective national organization exists of professors or students actively
confronting corporate influence on- or off-campus. All is calm on the cam-
puses, except for flare-ups of the office politics that affect every large hier-
archical enterprise. Where faculty unions exist, they do blunt the worst
excesses of management. But in the absence of social-change unionism,
faculty unions, like the rest of the current trade union movement, are essen-
tially labour brokers and enforcers of the labour truce represented by col-
lective agreements.

I
That postmodernist beliefs constitute a conservative initiative, aimed at
pacifying campus and community alike, is no secret (except perhaps to
some of its adherents), as a few examples below will illustrate. And post-
modernism at its core exhibits enough contradictions, inconsistencies,
absurdities and outright falsehoods (despite its protective insistence that
nothing is true) to ensure that its impact on academia and literature will not
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ultimately endure. An exploration of three significant examples of these
flaws as they relate to the study and creation of literature—the main focus
of the present paper—follows the evidence below of a wide awareness of
the reactionary nature of this slate of beliefs. But first, for any reader unfa-
miliar with the mind-set, a definition and examples will briefly be offered.

The magisterial dean of literary definition, M.H. Abrams, observes that
postmodernism is a term frequently applied to post-World War II literature
and art. “Postmodernism,” he specifies, “involves not only a continuation,
sometimes carried to an extreme, of the countertraditional experiments of
modernism, but also diverse attempts to break away from modernist forms
which had, inevitably, become in their turn conventional” (176). Abrams
adds that an intent of postmodernist authors is also “to overthrow the elit-
ism of modernist ‘high art’ by recourse for models to the ‘mass culture’ in
film, television, newspaper cartoons, and popular music.” He points out
that postmodern literature often “blend[s] literary genres, cultural and sty-
listic levels, the serious and the playful” and that therefore such writing
does not easily fit into traditional literary classification. Abrams includes
literature of the absurd in his description of the aim of some postmodernist
authors “to subvert the foundations of our accepted modes of thought and
experience so as to reveal the meaninglessness of existence.” He thus links
literary postmodernism to the poststructuralist approach in linguistic and
literary theory, observing that poststructuralists

undertake to subvert the foundations of language in order to demonstrate that
its seeming meaningfulness dissipates, for a rigorous inquirer, into a play of
conflicting indeterminacies, or else undertake to show that all forms of cul-
tural discourse are manifestations of the reigning ideology, or of the relations
and constructions of power, in contemporary society. (177)

Student or faculty postmodernist literary criticism in practice involves
obligatory reference to a narrow band of critics and philosophers. In a char-
acterization that applies to many of these thinkers’ works, Stuart Sim
describes the efforts of one of the presiding figures of postmodernist criti-
cism, Jacques Lacan (1901-1981), as “notoriously difficult to interpret”
(68). No essay, thesis or journal article would be regarded as complete (or
sound in argument) without at least a nod to French philosopher Jacques
Derrida (1930-2004). Citation of at least one pensée of Derrida’s replaces
the absolutely required reference in literary essays, theses and articles dur-
ing the 1940s through 1970s to at least one critical precept of Anglo-Amer-
ican poet and critic T.S. Eliot (1888-1965).!






