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UpfromPostmodernism

PostmodemismRightly Understood:
TheReturntoRealismin American Thought
by Peter Augustine Lawler.
Rowmanand Littlefield, 1999.

PeterAugustine Lawler’sofficeatBerry
CollegeinGeorgiaislegendaryforitsdis-
order,lookingforalltheworldasthough
awhirlwind had passed through. Andsoit
has: Lawlerisanintellectual force. The
authorofafinestudyof Tocqueville (The
Restless Mind, 1993), Lawlerwritesabout
American political thoughtand practice,
andaboutthepolitical dimensionsof lit-
eratureandreligion. Heisgentleinmanner
andtoughinspirit,good humoredand
deadlyserious,aculturalconservativewith
adistastefortheadministrative state who
alsodisdainsindividualism—andthe “soft
despotism” of consumerism—precisely
because heisachampionofindividuality
andself-government.

Postmodernism Rightly Understoodmar-
shalsLawler’sessayson FrancisFukuyama,
RichardRorty, AllanBloom, Walker Percy,
and Christopher Laschintoasustained
commentonrecent American political
thought,acritiquelinkedtothehopefora
“returntorealism.”

As Lawler indicates, the modern
project—the mastery of nature for “the
reliefofman’sestate”—comeswitham-
bivalencesincluded. Most of uscherish
modernity’ssuccessesintheefforttofree

humankindfromillsand discomfortand
mortality, yetweareboundtobeaware
thatpower over natureentailspowerover
human beings: the mastery of naturein-
volvestherisk of beingmastered. And psy-
chologically, the modern premise—the
separationofhumanconsciousnessfrom
nature,andhence,fromthe body—pre-
sumesand promotesselvesthataredivided,
lockedinaninternal state of war. Progress
underminesoldbarriers, openingtheway
forsentimentsofhumanity, butthosesym-
pathiesarerelativelydiffuseand unexacting,
while humanbeingshave demonstrateda
remarkable capacity fordefiningthein-
convenientotherasnon-human:thelast
hundredyears, Walker Percy wrote, have
been“themostsentimentaland mostmur-
derousofcenturies.”
Postmodernismconventionallyunder-
stood, withitsdebtsto Martin Heidegger,
rejectsmodernity’sversionofrationalism,
itspursuitofobjectivetruth,itsconfidence
inscienceandtechnology.Butitalsoam-
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plifiesthemodernrejectionofauthorita-
tivelimitsinnature, definingthe human
conditionas*“groundless,” withoutfoun-
dations. Inthissense, asLawlerargues,
conventional postmodernismisreally
hypermodernism, the beliefthathuman
beingscan mastertheworld throughlan-
guage, itselfunderstood ashumanlycre-
ated,aproductofconsciousnessthat,in
decisiverespects, makesor “constructs”
reality.

By contrast, Lawler’s “rightly under-
stood” postmodernismturnsfrom mod-
ernrationalismtoamoreclassical ratio-
nalism, onethatreplaces masteryasagoal
withthequesttounderstand nature, limits
andall.Rejectingmoderndualism,Lawler’s
“realism”regardsconsciousnessasnatural,
linked by languagetotheworld ofwhichit
isapartandcapableofcomprehendingit.
Aboveall, Lawler seeshumansaware of
mortalityand mysteryandyearningfor
meaning,animpulsethatpointstoward
thedivine. And Lawlerarguesthatthe hu-
man givens, however frustrating, also offer
anassurance: justashuman natureresists
utopianprojects—includingtotalitarian
attemptstoreconstructhumanity—it
guaranteesthathuman beingscan never
finallybecome “lastmen,” contentwith
creaturecomfortsatany “endofhistory.”

ForFrancisFukuyama, by contrast, the
collapse of Soviet Marxismand the tri-
umphofliberal democracy pointedtoa
worldwithoutaconflictofrulingideas,
and hence—inFukuyama’s neo-Hegel-
ianism—no basisfor idealism. Relation-
shipswould becomeincreasingly global
anddiffuse, whilecitizens, inadditionto
well-being, wouldenjoyadignity derived
fromrights: the “spirited part” ofthesoul,
Fukuyamathought, would be satisfied by
the “universaland homogenousrecogni-
tionofcitizenbycitizen.”

Lawlerattendstothisargument, blood-
lessatbest,onlybecauseitenjoyedaconsid-

erablevogue; hebrushesitasidetoturnto
themoreprofoundtheorizingof Alexandre
Kojéve, theinterpreter of Hegel (andsup-
porter of Sovietcommunism) onwhom
Fukuyamarelied. Following Rousseau,
Kojéve heldthatby naturehumanbeings
lack speechandthereforelackaself-con-
scioussense of mortalityandtime. These
thingshave resulted fromsome nature-
disruptingaccident, sothathistoryand
civilization, therealm of freedomandthe
itchfortheimmortal aredisorders, natu-
rally speaking, andthesource of human
unhappiness.Buthumanbeings, Kojéve
argued, cannotsimplyreturntonature;
timeand mortalityand discontentarein
themforgood, sothatany“endofhistory”
canonlybeamomentary lapseinthehu-
man struggle for power. As Lawler ob-
serves, Kojeve’steachingshowsthatthereis
noendtothedynamicsanddangersofthe
modern projectshortofthe “death of
death,” mastery raised to the ultimate
power.

Richard Rorty,asunnierspirit, theo-
rizesinasurprisinglysimilarway. Human
beingsarelargelyself-created: they depend
onandreflecttheinherited structures of
languageand culture, butthese “founda-
tions” areinfactnotgivens, butsomany
contingencies. Inprinciple, Rorty holds
thattherearenolimitstothepossibilities
fordemocracy,abundance,and human
solidarity,and no certainties—presum-
ably, noteven mortality—immuneto hu-
man creativity.

YetasLawler pointsout, Rorty’srelativ-
ismunderminesany basisforthecriticism
ofexistingsociety. Infact, Rortyisinclined
toregardliberaldemocracyasitselfakind
ofironical “foundation”: human beings,
nowtooaware ofthecontingencyand his-
toricityofnormsandtruths, cannever“go
back”tothe pre-modernmodesofthought
whicharetheonlyviablealternative to
liberaldemocracy; hence, liberal democra-
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cy’srelativistopennessmayenableitsbasic
ideasto persistlargelyunchanged.

Rorty, predictably, wasasharpcritic of
AllanBloom, butasLawler pointsout, a
comparisonoftheirviewsrevealsapara-
dox.Rorty, whosesympathieslietotheleft,
offerslittle philosophicbasisforthecriti-
cismofbourgeoissociety,apositionthat
findsmuchbettersupportinBloom, popu-
larly identified asaconservative. More-
over,asLawlerobserves,

oftheconsumingpublic;suchanelitecan
panderanddegrade, butitcannotcallfor
noblesacrifice. Theexpertelite offersalife
asemptyasitsrule: “hyperreality,” inone
sense,seemstobethetriumph of mental
labor over physical limitsand materials.
Buthumanbeingshavebodies,and the new
technologiesweakenourtiestoplacesand
peopleandcrafts, leavingusincreasingly
isolated inwhatamountstoadoomed
efforttodeny mortality.

bothBloomand Rorty
areelitists. InBloomthis
isobvious: the philoso-
pherisrelativelyunique;
mosthuman beingsare
satisfied with material
well-being, onlyweakly
moved by greatissuesor
aconsciousnessofthe
human conditionunso-
laced by illusion. Yet
Rortyactually disagrees
withvery little in that
view: mosthumanbeings
remainwithintheterms
oflanguageandculture,
sothatcreativity in history dependson
“strongpoets,”andontheironistscapable
offacingthe contingency other humans
can’tbear. Ofcourse, Bloom’s philoso-
pher,whosegoalisunderstanding, differs
fromRorty’stransformingpoet, butboth
thinkers, Lawlerargues,aretooinclinedto
discounttheyearningandthe moralcour-
ageofordinary humanbeings. Lawler’s
realism, infact, speaksthetruelanguage of
“strongdemocracy.”

|t isnotsurprising, then, that Lawlerad-
miresChristopherLasch’segalitarianism.
Laschsawinmodernityagrowinginequal-
ity between mentaland physical labor,and
with that,atendencytoward rule by an
expertclass. Theclaimofthiselitetorule
turnsonitsabilitytoprovideforthedesires
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Walker Percy (1916-1990)

Lasch, like Orwell, looked
totheworkingand lower
middle classes, more at-
tached to traditional
ways, assomeprotection
againstthe new order,
andLawlersharesamea-
sureofthathope.

Walker Percy, how-
ever, is Lawler’s true
prophet,achampion of
“Thomisticrealism” for
whom language isnatu-
ral—adefiningcharac-
teristic, infact, ofwhatis
naturally human—and
the highroad for humanity’sproperaspi-
rationforthetruth. Like Lawler, Percy
emphasizeshumanconsciousness ofthe
mystery ofexistence, theawarenessofde-
pendenceandlimitsand mortality. The
characteristicallymodernideal ofthe “au-
tonomousself”isaformofself-denial,a
flight—liketheendlesspursuitofdiversion
incontemporary America—fromwhatwe
reallyknowabouthumanlife.

Percyand Lasch havetheirdifferences,
andLawlerdoesnotneglectthem, butthey
shareadisdainforeasyanswerstothe prob-
lemsofthehumansoul,and particularly
forthetherapiesthatamounttoconsumer-
ismforthemind. Theydisdaintreatments
limitedtosymptomsandbehaviorsandthe
quickfixesoffered by drugsandchemicals.
Andtheyarealarmedbythebroaderten-
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dencytofreeusfromourburdensrather
thanhelpingustobearthem.Bothendorse
long-termtalk therapy, whichDr.Tom
More, Percy’scharacterinhisnovel, The
Thanatos Syndrome, calls“psyche-iatry,”
andLaschidentifieswiththe“originalin-
tention” of psychoanalysis. Speech, that
decisively human faculty, offersthe best
chanceofreconcilinghumanbeingstotheir
ownlimits,andtodevelopingtheir capaci-
tiesforloveandwork.

Asimilar cautiousconfidenceisatthe
heartofLawler’stheorizing. Ontheface of
things, itwould notbe hard, afterall, to
make a case that Lawler understatesthe
extenttowhich Americansare contentwith
theirconsumeristexistence,administered
inalliance with the market, ruled by the

goal of satisfying private desires. Inany
case, asLawlerobserves, both Lockeand
Marxknewthedivisionofmentalandphysi-
callabor,withitsascendinginequalities, to
be “characteristicofafree, modernsoci-
ety.” Lawler’sargument, inotherwords,
prescribesatransformationofcontempo-
rary habits, atransformation of the very
foundationsofmodernpolitics. Lawler,no
utopian, doesnotspell outanydetailed
alternative: he prefersthecritic’s“no” to
theidealist’s“yes.” Yet Lawler’sthinking
doesrestonanaffirmation,afaithinhu-
manlongingandintheliberative power of
speech. Lawler’sadmirable book—pro-
vocative, shrewd and lovingly demo-
cratic—isacleartrumpetamidthe ca-
cophoniesofthetime.

DOOMED BOURGEOIS IN LOVE
Essays on the Films of Whit Stillman
Edited byMarkC. HeNRIE

$14.95 paper * 200 pages ¢ 1-882926-70-6 (November)
Criticshave praisedthe filmsofwriter/di-
rector WhitStillmanfortheirexceptionally
intelligentportrayal ofthelivesandlovesof
the “urban haute bour-
geoisie.” In Doomed
Bourgeoisin Love, politi-
caltheorists, literarycrit-
ics,andclassicistsexplore
the meaning of Metro-
politan,Barcelona, and
TheLast Daysof Disco.

New Fall Titles from ISIBOOKS

PERENNIAL IDEAS SHAPING OUR AGE

WILLIAM F. BUCKLEY Jr.

A Bibliography

Edited byWiLuiamF. MeeHANIII
Introduction byGeorceH. NasH

$29.95 cloth » 400 pages ¢ 1-882926-66-8 (November)
Sincethe publicationofGod and Man at

Yalein 1951, William F. Buckley Jr. has
beenthe mostvisible
voicefor Americancon-
servatism. Thisvolume,a
completebibliographyof
Buckley’swrittenwork
from 1951 through2000,
isafittingway to mark
Buckley’sfiftiethyearas
apublicintellectual.
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AVAILABLE AT FINE BOOK STORES. U.S. & Canadlian orders: call (800) 621-2736 or fax (800)
621-8476. Order online at: www:isibooks.org
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