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PREFACE

T HIS is an effort to offer a readable and coherent introduction to the often self-
consciously unreadable and incoherent body of work known as postmodern social
theory. It is designed to be an introduction to the fundamental ideas. and most im-
portant thinkers, associated with this perspective.

This also involves an attempt to look at this body of theory from the vantage
point of the field of sociology. While some postmodern social theorists are sociolo-
gists, most are not. Indeed, one of the defining characteristics of postmodern social
theory is that it is interdisciplinary. It is certainly possible to look at this theory
from a sociological vantage point, but it is also possible to look at it from the point
of view of many other fields (literary criticism, anthropology, and so on). Thus,
this book will constitute only one of many possible “readings” of postmodern so-
cial theory. We will see throughout the book, and especially in Chapters 10 and |1,
that postmodern social theory is of great relevance to sociology.

Relatedly, this book undertakes a modern reading of postmodern social theory.
That may sound odd, but it is perfectly appropriate given the tenets of postmod-
ernism (and modernism). I accept the view in this book that modernism and post-
modernism are not mutually exclusive perspectives but rather alternative ways of
looking at the social world. In this light, it is quite acceptable to look at postmod-
ern social theory from a modern point of view. Among other things, a modern
viewpoint means that there is an effort here to find some coherence, some underly-
ing order, in the seemingly chaotic world of postmodern social theory.

More generally, this book can be seen as an effort to modernize postmodernism.
Some, perhaps most, postmodernists will look askance at such an effort. Most
postmodern social theorists are renegades, and they want their theoretical orienta-
tion to remain at odds with modernism. Fine! However, it is time for modernists to
appropriate some of postmodernism’s best ideas and perspectives for their own
use. Postmodernists really should have no objection to this since they emphasize
the importance of readers rather than authors. Thus, what follows is one modern
reading of postmodern social theory.

The most radical of postmodemnists not only proclaim the death of modemity but
also of modern disciplines like sociology, as well as its subject matter, the social.
Such contentions can be rejected out of hand, or they can be taken, as they are in this
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book, as essentially healthy challenges to sociology. Sociology will be a stronger dis-
cipline by understanding and finding ways to respond to these criticisms.

All good postmodernists, radical or moderate, have created perspectives, ideas,
and concepts that deserve, nay need, a hearing in sociology. Sociological theory
may, in many ways, be quite vibrant, but it seems to lack a plethora of new ideas.
What postmodern social theory offers is a storehouse chock full of such ideas.
Some will not prove very useful, but my guess is that many will be of great interest
and utility to sociologists. In any case, the infusion of so many new ideas cannot
help but invigorate sociology and sociological theory.

This is certainly not the first time, nor the last, that sociological theory has
turned to other disciplines for new ideas. Since its inception, sociological theory
has been the recipient of a steady stream of such ideas from many different fields.
It is now time to add postmodern social theory to that list of fields. Of course, the
flow has always gone in both directions, and sociological theory has contributed its
share of ideas to other disciplines.

Thus, this book comes at an exciting time for sociological theory. There is a
brilliant set of new ideas out there, and many of them are beginning to find their
way into sociological theory. Sociological theory will never quite be the same. The
reader of this book is about to be immersed in that set of ideas as well as in a dis-
cussion of what they mean for the revitalization of sociological theory.

Plan of the Book Chapters 1 and 2 constitute a general introduction to the
topics to be covered in this book. Chapter 1 offers an overview of postmodern so-
cial theory as well as a discussion of its implications for sociology and sociological
theory. Chapter 2 presents a brief description of the development of postmodern
social theory. Special attention is devoted to the various theoretical precursors that
played central roles in shaping postmodern social theory. With these two chapters
as background, we move directly into a discussion of postmodern social theory.
Rather than discuss that theory in general terms, the body of the book will focus on
the ideas of specific thinkers associated with postmodernism (thereby challenging
another tenet of postmodernism—its rejection of a focus on the author). The next
five chapters are devoted to the work of French postmodern social theorists; clearly
postmodern social theory has been dominated by the French.

In Chapters 3 and 4 we focus on the work of Michel Foucault. As he himself
was quick to point out (he died in 1984), Foucault is difficult to categorize. He is
sometimes thought of as a poststructuralist and at other times as a postmodernist.
We will not dwell on this distinction since many poststructuralists, especially the
most radical of them, are also considered postmodernists.

Chapters 5 and 6 deal with another French social thinker, Jean Baudrillard, who
is generally considered to be the most important postmodern social theorist. Early
in his work, Baudrillard might have been better thought of as a poststructuralist or
a post-Marxist, but during the past few decades his work seems clearly postmod-
ern. While this may seem clear to outside observers, it should be pointed out that
Baudrillard rarely uses the term and often seeks to dissociate himself from post-
modernism.



