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CHAPTER II 

POSTMODERN SOCIETY  

 

A. The History of Postmodern 

The term “postmodern” first introduced by Frederico de Onis in 1930 in his 

Antologia de la Poesia Espanola a Hispanoamericana, to show the reaction of 

the modernism. Then, it was introduced to the historiography field by Arnold 

Toynbee in his study of history (1974). According to him a new historical era 

has begun by the coming of postmodern. Postmodern era marked by the end of 

Western domination and the decline of individualism, capitalism, and 

Christianity. He said that this transition occurs when the Western civilization 

shifted toward irrationality and relativism. When this happens, the power 

moved from Western culture to non-Western cultures and emerged a new 

pluralist world culture.
1
 

Modern and Postmodern are generic terms, immediately apparent that the 

prefix of "post" has the sense of something that came afterwards, a split or 

disconnection of the modern that is defined by the distinction way of it. But 

the term “postmodern" is stronger based on a negation of the modern, an 

exemption, or split from modern definitive picture. This makes the definition 

of postmodern term become relatively unwell when it seen only at the 

beginning of something that is considered to be an alteration, and did not 

observe it from the position that see the postmodern as an earnest positivity, 

which can be defined in a comprehensive manner. Based on this statement, 

these two terms will define accurately.
2
  

Postmodernism has a comprehensive definition both in negative and 

positive sides. It is not only a term that comes after modern. On the other 

hand, postmodernism is a reaction or a critique of modernism. It is inevitable, 
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that “what modernism is” became a very important discussion to be described 

first. 

B. Modern 

Bambang Sugiharto in his book Postmodern Tantangan bagi filsafat (1996) 

explains in detail that there are some problematic situations and circumstances 

that have fueled the emergence of the postmodernist movement. He said that 

the social order and the image of the world inspired by Descartes
3
 has been 

considered to revealed a variety of adverse consequences for human life and 

nature around it, those are: 

1. Dualistic view that divide the whole fact into subject and object, which 

lead to excessive natural objectification and arbitrary natural depletion, so 

that it make the crisis of ecology. 

2. Views that are objectivistic and positivistic has led to a tendency to make 

man as an object of a vehicle as well, and society has been engineered like 

a machine   

3. Making a positive - empirical science as the ultimate truth, thus 

eliminating the moral and religious authority. 

4. Materialism 

5. Militarism, due to the loss of moral values and religious causes the 

objective norms tend to disappear. 

6. The revival of Tribalism, that mentality to favor his own tribe or group. 

Sociologist Peter Berger, Brigitte Berger, and Kellner Hansfried in The 

Homeless Mind: Modernization and Consciousness suggest that the modern 

society plagued by an identity crisis permanently. Modern identity is open, 

temporary, and ready to change constantly, while the subjective and particular 

                                                           
3
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of identity environment is subject matter of an individual step in reality. They 

saw that the modern identity has "typically individuated".
4
 

On the other hand, the birth of modern countries, with a voracious 

industrial revolution as a form of "modern conditions", has removed the sense 

of a whole world and awareness of our place in the cosmos. This is in 

accordance with what is said Bambang, that nature or something other than 

human, is only an object that can be used arbitrarily at this era. 

C. Postmodern  

Around the turn of the 20
th

 century, the term of “postmodern, post 

modernity and postmodernism" were emerged in the discourse of philosophy.  

Those terms is often encountered, although the intention is not clear enough 

for many people and the meaning are often filled with ambiguity.
5
  

Postmodern does not provide an alternative or a new recipe instead of the 

modern. Human will not be able to find the correct and objective reality, it is 

what postmodern said. 

Postmodernism emphasizes the critical attitude discourse. At first time, it 

was only on the themes of architecture, art (modern aesthetics), cultural, 

literary and than it used in the world of philosophy. The term of postmodern is 

undergoing expansion. Various disciplines use it to approach the issues to be 

understood. Consequently the perspectives on postmodernism became quite 

diverse, and even it tends to blur.
6
 

Postmodernism is consciousness discourse that tries to question the 

boundaries, the implications, and the realization of the modernism 

assumptions. Excitement to expand the horizons of aesthetics, signs and codes 

of modern art, cultural discourse marked by the glory of capitalism, the spread 

of information and technology massively , consumerism, the rise of pseudo-
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reality, the world of hyper reality
7
 and simulation, as well as the fall of the use 

value and exchange value by the sign value and symbol value.
8
 

Postmodernism understanding can also be approached in two ways; the 

understanding that see postmodernism as a periodization and the 

understanding of postmodernism as epistemology. First, theorizing that saw 

postmodernism as peridization. If the modern world is characterized by a 

'differentiation', the postmodern world is characterized by 'de-differentiation'. 

Differentiation can be seen from the details of the boundaries of inter nations, 

interfaith, interracial, and tribal. While the de-differentiation is a period when 

some boundaries have become obscure. All forms of dichotomy become very 

problematic because everything is mixed. What happens in certain parts of the 

world will quickly propagate to influence another formative on the world. The 

logical implication is the development of technology and information becomes 

the barriers and boundaries between nations, tribes, and so on, which have 

been the limit as now it does not matter anymore.
9
 The orientation of 

postmodern is destroying statement between who has been powered and the 

power, above and below, right and wrong. That everything is the same, have 

the subjectivity and have each perspective.  

Second, postmodernism as the epistemology, is particularly introduced in 

philosophical thinking brought by Lyotard in his thought of de-legitimating.
10

 

                                                           
7
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Postmodernism as an epistemology is characterized by the diversity argument. 

According to Lyotard, postmodernism means of finding instability. If modern 

knowledge seeking stability through the methodology, and the 'truth' as the 

end point of its searching, so the postmodern knowledge is marked by the 

collapse of the truth, the rationality and the objectivity. The basic principle is 

not about true or wrong, but like what has been called by Lyotard as 

Paralogy
11

 or leave things open, to be sensitive to the diversity.
12

 

On the other hand, postmodernism is the confusion that comes from two 

big puzzles: Is It obscures or against the understanding of modernism, or it 

implies a complete knowledge of modernism that has been surpassed by the 

new age. According to Komaruddin Hidayat, in his writing under title 

“Postmodernism: pemberontakan terhadap keangkuhan epistemologis”, it 

included in the modernism, but it appear with the critic of it.  

Postmodernism is an endeavor that never stops looking for experimentation 

and life revolution continuously. According to Ibrahim Ali fauzi in his writing 

on Postmodernism and Its Problems, postmodernism is a global movement of 

the Renaissance of renaissance, enlightenment of enlightened.
 13

 In such 

perspective, postmodernism is defined as a distrust of all forms of grand 

narratives, the rejection of metaphysical philosophy, philosophy of history and 

all forms of the total thought.
14

 

There are several Philosophers who talk about Postmodern, such as: 
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1. Lyotard and delegitimation of knowledge.  

a. Lyotard and Postmodern 

Lyotard (1984) is the first philosopher who has associated some 

postmodern terms with philosophy in his book The Postmodern 

Condition : A Report on Knowledge, and he is known as one of the 

key figures of the flow of postmodernism.
15

 

According to Jean- Francois Lyotard who has born in Versailles, 

humans now are no longer believed in the possibility of the project of 

modernity. Our age is characterized with fragmentation and loss of the 

unity. Some grand narratives have become replaced by many mini 

narratives or "micro logy" which may be combined into one whole 

entity. 

Lyotard discusses the postmodern society, or the postmodern era, 

which is based on the movement towards postindustrial order. Its 

particular interest are the effects of "computerized of society" of 

knowledge, it means replacing the narrative knowledge by a plurality 

of language games, and universalism by localism that has been 

character of modernism.  

Lyotard prefers to give emphasis that postmodern should be viewed 

as part of the modern.
 16

 As he said that the postmodern is a term that 

is very bad because this term conveys the idea of a historical 

"periodization". But "making of periodization" is still the ideal 

"classic" or "modern". Postmodern indicate a mood, a state of better 

mind.
 17

 According to Lyotard, 'Post' is defined as the termination of 

the entire pattern of modernity.  
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b. Narrative Knowledge and Scientific knowledge 

The scientific knowledge does not represent the totality of 

knowledge, scientific knowledge is always compete and conflict with 

other knowledge which Lyotard call as the narrative. In traditional 

societies, it has an important position. Narrative (popular myth, myths, 

legends, and fairy tales) legitimate social institutions or represent 

model of integration, both positive and negative, in the existing 

institutions. Narrative determines criteria of competence and or 

explains how the criterion has been specified. Thus, the narrative 

determines what can be said and done in a culture 
18

 

Lyotard said that the narrative knowledge certify themselves 

without having to refer to the arguments and evidences. However, 

some scientists have questioned the validity of the truth of the 

narrative statements and conclude that knowledge is not subject to 

argument and evidence. According to scientists, the narrative is often 

categorized as knowledge that has different characteristics, such as: 

wild, primitive, backward, conservative, alienated, composed of 

opinions, patterns, authority, prejudice, ignorance, and ideology. 

Narrative is a fable, myth, legend, which is only suitable for women 

and children.
19

  

According to Lyotard , scientific knowledge can not know and 

explain that scientific knowledge is true, if not refers to the type of 

another narrative knowledge, that is from the standpoint of scientific 

knowledge is not knowledge at all. Shortly, the narrative repeatedly 

appeared in scientific knowledge.
20

 

In la condition postmoderne, in the current context, Lyotard 

disputed issue of post modernity did not as an aesthetic issue, but an 

issue of knowledge. For Lyotard Postmodern shift in science and 
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social science is associated with the development of the post-industrial 

"society information". Such a shift is characterized by a change of 

legitimized knowledge. In modernity, the natural sciences and human 

sciences have been legitimized through the "great meta narrative". The 

crisis of science at the early twentieth century is limited by distrust 

when dealing with universal legitimating. Postmodern study faces 

with a set of new legitimating; with a system of limited "appearance" 

and legitimacy through "discovery".
21

 

Lyotard tried to introduce an understanding that the postmodern is 

a period where everything was in delegitimation. Delegitimation is a 

logical result of fundamental changes of technology information that 

provides a variety of information repeatedly coming within the 

community wherever and whenever. 

Lyotard has refused totalitarianism. There is no global agreement, 

every culture has it own views are only relevant to particular 

circumstances. It gives chances to appear again the alienated thought, 

values, tradition, and the other of social problem. It seems like give 

purpose to rise the „little world‟s identity‟ that have flung over the 

global culture.      

2. Jean baudrillard and Human of sign  

In his book For a Critique of the Political Economy of the Sign, Jean 

Baudrillard develops his concept of the 'signifier simulation'. This concept 

is a critique of 'fetishism commodity' and Marx's political economy, as 

well as the attack of the concept of Saussurean structural semiotics. 

Against Marx, Baudrillard saw the deadlock of some theories of political 

economy and his inability to see and predict the commodity status 

movement as a 'sign' of global capitalism society, which is increasingly 

complex and dominant. In Baudrillard's view, the early society is the 
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'occupiers' of signs and codes into almost every commodity, as a 

'dispenser' of signs and power (pleasure, status and symbol).
22

 

Everything in the community, both in the term of knowledge, 

education, services, information, sports, body, sex, and death becomes a 

commodity, and every commodity is loaded with signs (status, prestige, 

symbol) which are coveted and purchased, rather than use value or utility 

value
23

 

In the consumption which is based on sign value and images rather than 

the utility value, the underlying logic is not the logical "need" but also the 

logic of "desire". When the 'desire' can be met through the objects, in the 

contrary, 'desire', will never be fulfilled, because the only object that can 

fulfill the desire is the desire object that appears unconscious on an 

imaginary stage, this desire object has been lost forever and can only 

search for substitutes in the consumed world of objects and symbols
24

 

3. Desire machine Gilles Deleuze  

According to Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, in their book of  Anti- 

Oedipus. 'Desire' or 'carnality' will never be fulfilled, it is always 

reproduce in higher forms by what is called as 'desiring machine' (a term 

which use by them to describe the own reproductive 'deficiency feeling' 

(lack) continuously.
 25

 Once the desire is fulfilled, it will appear the higher 

desire and has been considered more perfect and more relentless. Human 

have a desire for an object is not due to the lack of nature of that object, 

but their own production and reproduction 'deficiency feeling'  

 “........The presence of desire as something that is supported by the 

requirement, while the need is, and its relationship with the object 

as something 'less' or missing, is form the basic of desire 

productivity continuously,”
26
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As Deleuze and Guattari said, Desire machine,  is always different, 

something else. There is no desire for the same thing, for something that is 

already owned. And the risk of this is, it can sink into the controlled 

subject under their control sign, confusing or contradictory, that is 

contained in a series of different objects. The objects of consumption that 

flowed unfailing in high speed inside the arena of consumerism will never 

fulfill the need.
27

 

Product, style, images that come and go, just create the interplay and 

contradictory jungle signs, and it also create an overlapping network of 

sign which has called by Lacan as „schizophrenic'. Every time people 

consume the product, sign, or new image. Those are the responses of the 

information/ questions/ appointments/ persuasion from that era.
28

 

In this discussion, Consumerism can be regarded as a form of the 

'power'
29

 behind the production and consumption of art in a consumer 

society now. With the cheers of colors and shapes, the noise of idioms and 

styles, a maze of signs, and overlapping codes that mark the art of 

postmodernism.
30

 

In the consumer society, 'Self' is a reflection of the images offered by 

the mass media and commodities. It means that, the ontological values of 

the 'self‟ is merged into those images. The mass media and the commodity 

is a vehicle where someone can find their existence. The development of a 

free market in consumer society provides the self identity establishment, 

which is to be seen, watched, and judged. The diversion of attention and 

awareness of the wider society through the 'styles' that is offered to be a 

feature of the culture of consumer society. The creation of style is the 

process of the image creation through the commodity totally to be believed 
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Foucault said that wherever is a power is no longer then the leader or influential entities in the 

community but the power set from the  strengths and the contributions from each subject. There is 

a mutual trust and support one against the other, there is recognition of the power and intelligence 

of each person as a contribution to living together. 
30

 Yasraf Amir Piliang, Hiper-realitas Kebudayaan, (Yogyakarta: LKiS, 1996), p. 107 



24 

 

 
 

and followed by the public. The ability to the total 'styling' of this kind 

rang from cloth, food, violence, politics and the others. It is a characteristic 

of the consumer society.
31

 

Deleuze and Guattari tried to test their theoretical perspective, as a 

reaction to the dominance of Marxian thought, psychoanalysis of Freudian 

and structuralism of Saussurian. Foucault labeled Freudian and Saussrian 

followers as "the poor desire technicians" who are interest in "every sign 

and Simpton" which would indicate a desire uniformity of the multiplicity 

of legal structure and lack.
32

 

Foucault views the fascism as the enemy of the various kinds of studies 

conducted by Deleuze and Guattari. It is not on a political fascist regime 

but also our fascism; in our minds, and every behavior in our lives, the 

fascism that causes us to love a power, lust after everything that dominates 

and exploits us. Anti-Oedipus is an attempt by Deleuze and Guattari to free 

their selves from the dominant mode of thinking and liberate society from 

fascistic coercion, both external and internal
33

 

The core of the explanation above is an idea that we have been oedipal 

and going crazy since socialization process; consequently, it has been 

forced into fascism. The aim is to our freedom of this bondage and let our 

desire to hang around; the goal is the "desire revolution". The mode of 

someone who is free from the bonds of Oedipal, which has freedom 

desires, is schizophrenic. 
34

 

Postmodernism is a term which has an always undergoing a process of 

redefinition reference. In philosophy, the main characteristics of 

postmodernism are self-liberation from logo centrism and conceptual 

breaking of search epistemological certainty that has marked the west 
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since of Descartes era. Anti foundational postmodernism Philosophy and 

sometimes considered as a contemporary skepticism.
35

 

D. Characteristic of  Postmodern 

One feature of postmodernism is not to make the ratio as a judge of 

everything. The ratio is only one truth method after the empiric. The highest 

truth is captured intuitively. Thus is the opinion of a postmodernist, Henri 

Bergson. Intuition captures the world meanings that are not captured by the 

quantitative ratio and inexact. Intuition captures the qualities of life. Intuition 

rebel imprison and lethal life structure. 

In his book, Akbar Ahmed explains some of the characteristics of 

postmodernism, such as:
36

 

1. Distrust in the project of modernity has begun the rise of the spirit of 

pluralism, skepticism towards traditional orthodoxy, rejection of the view 

that the world is a universal totality, and relativity. 

2. Postmodernism along with the media have made the world seemed to be 

more narrowed, as if eliminating the dimensions of space and time, then 

making the media become central dynamics that dominate and influence on 

human behavior. 

3. The emergence of ethnic and religious radicalism. This phenomenon is 

arise thought as a reaction or an alternative when people are increasingly 

skeptic about the truth of science, technology and philosophy were 

considered to have failed to fulfill its promise to make human freedom, but 

instead, what happens is oppression . 

4. The existence of appreciation of rationalism attachment with the past, and 

the emergence of a tendency to find its identity. 

5. Metropolis becomes central of postmodernism, this is because most of the 

population inhabit in urban areas that make it as the center of the 
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development of science and culture, and this pattern can also be applied on 

the dominance of developed countries to developing countries. 

6. Postmodernism drive the democratic process, this is due to the opening of a 

social class or group in giving an opinion. 

7. Postmodernism provides an opportunity, even encouraging discourse 

alignment, image fusion, convergence culture, it make difficult to put a 

person in exclusive places 

8. Sometimes the idea of a simple language has overlooked by a 

postmodernist, so it contains a lot of obscurity and paradoxes. 

E. Postmodern Society and Ethical Relativism  

     Postmodernism proclaim and spread the plurality and diversity that feels 

indefinitely. Postmodernism also carries messages of decentering, criticism, 

making to be relative
37

 and humility. It certainly breathed freshness in the 

midst of the social mainstream, repressive, dominative and hegemonic
38

 

politic and culture.
 39

  

Postmodern society is faced by a lot of offering (alternative) of the truth of 

admitted knowledge as an option. The logical consequence is that the truth of 

knowledge is no longer homolog (unity) but paralog (diversity). Such those 

situation is suitable with the basic spirit to acknowledge the plurality in 

society. Homogeneous situation with one parameter of the truth (knowledge) 

actually 'reduce' the meaning of plurality and counterproductive to the 

diversity of human knowledge.
 40

 From this has appeared the understanding of 

the relativity of truth, where the truth is no longer 'born' from one uterus, but 

could be raised from many uterus. What has been said true by A is not 
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necessarily the same as what the B perspective, and vice versa. That truth is 

relative. 

Postmodernism is associated with relativism ethic, he has a view of the 

characteristic which is necessary to see something as "good" constructed 

socially, so that what is considered good in a society is not necessarily good 

for the other communities. As what Neimark said that, “what form the ethical 

behavior in any moment is like a general knowledge that has been formed 

socially. It is a product of time and space."
41

 

Postmodern culture has left much rationality, positivistic criteria, 

universality, certainty, instrumental as the exclusive standard, and at the same 

arrogance of modern culture, is also a desire to abandon the need for myths, 

narratives, or excessive knowledge frame
42

. And now, the world-especially the 

world of art and philosophy are faced with a kind of indeterminacy, 'legal 

uncertainty' and 'uncertainty value‟.
43

 

In this postmodern era, the world of philosophy and arts or more broadly, 

the total conditions of life become a kind of area of new free unlimited 

'language games‟. It is not the messages to be conveyed, but the excitement 

and ecstasy in 'language games' itself. As if there is no legal limit, moral 

rationality, aesthetics, and ethics, there is no boundary between the 

moral/immoral, rational/irrational, good/bad, the message/media, 

should/should not be, reality/fantasy, form/meaning. As if no message is 

conveyed, no more division or distinction between media, message and cause. 

In fact, according to Marshall McLuhan, 'media' itself has become the 

message.
44
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As the previous explanations, postmodernism is a discourse that seems to 

elude from the definition.
 45

 On the other hand, it often accused of being a 

culture that has not 'responsible' (Irresponsible), which allowed anything 

(anything goes!), there are no rules or legal certainty in there. 

Therefore we need to examine some conditions for receiving the positive of 

postmodern concept and its appearance as a strong cultural image, regardless 

of actual and definite cultural changes and social processes that are expected 

to appear as a hint of postmodern by several parties, which is said to be the 

change upon the modern. 

Some people argues that the implications of the postmodern are people 

should try not to trust and to leave the old methodologies and do not attempt to 

make sense of postmodern, people must practice postmodernism and 

formulate the social postmodern 
46

 by take the positive side of it. 

Postmodernism society whose is often negatively associated with: 

Exhaustion, Pessimism, Irrationality, and Disillusionment with the idea of 

absolute knowledge
47

. It would seem to offer a liberating. And the suggestion 

for human now is to teach “their own postmodernism” based on their true and 

best perspective. 

F. Social Postmodern Vision 

Capitalist society and socialist society has created relationships that are 

contrary to the nature, based on the science vision of the Enlightenment which 

was rape the nature. It threatens the natural ecology and alienates the works of 

human from the roots of the natural, social, and religious. 

One of the themes that come from postmodern thinkers is, for the 

realization of a healthy and sustainable society, to make the public life to be 

religious values reflection. This belief requires some preexisting beliefs that 

public policy should reflect moral values, and that morality is ultimately 
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rooted by a religious vision, it is mean of a rejection of the modern assumption 

that morality is autonomous.
48

 

So, the discussion is mostly about how the postmodern world can overcome 

the destructive characteristics of modernity. However, modernity also has 

many good characteristics that need to be expanded and maintained by post 

modernity. Some of these traits are the ideals progress and the triad ideal of 

"liberty, equality, and fraternity" that had triggered by French Revolution.
49
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