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Introduction

1

This study is based upon the retrospective and now widespread
identification of American pop art of the sixties as an expression of
post-modernism.1 More specifically, this identification concerns New

York pop, the form associated with the leading centre of art in both Amer-
ica and the world during this period. The immediate stimulus for this study
lies in the question: Did the post-modernist art of American pop art in its
initial form in the sixties give rise to a corresponding critical conscious-
ness? In other words, can critical responses to pop during this same period
also be retrospectively identified as post-modernist? This question deter-
mines the central task of this study: the recognition and establishment of
the nature of post-modernist features in the critical consciousness gener-
ated by American pop art during the sixties.2 The retrospectivity of this
endeavour should be stressed. What is offered by this work is a compari-
son between the ideas of a select group of American critics writing in the
1960s in response to the challenge of pop art, ideas that bear a striking
similarity to that body of thought and opinion that is now associated with
post-modernism. Hans Bertens’s history of post-modernism, published in
1995, provides a precedent for this study’s retrospective argument. In ref-
erence to the writings of American literary figures, namely Leslie Fiedler,
Susan Sontag, and Ihab Hassan, as well as the music theorist Leonard B.
Meyer, Bertens claimed that “much of what is now broadly seen as the post-
modernist agenda was already more or less in place by the end of the 1960s.”3

The findings of this study centre on the relevant critical writings of
Lawrence Alloway, Harold Rosenberg, Leo Steinberg, Max Kozloff, Bar-
bara Rose, and Susan Sontag. These critics were all key figures in the New
York art world or, in the case of Sontag, literary world during the period
under review. Collectively, they span a number of generations and encom-
pass two distinct approaches to the theorization of American pop art.



Lawrence Alloway, Harold Rosenberg, and Leo Steinberg, for example,
drew on critical philosophies that had been formulated or, at least, initi-
ated in advance of the movement itself. Steinberg was born in 1920 and
Alloway some six years later in 1926. The origin of their respective critical
philosophies and, hence, interpretations of pop can be traced to the inau-
gural phase of their critical careers in the fifties. In Alloway’s case, it con-
cerned the “fine art-pop art continuum,” the inclusive theory of both art
and culture that Alloway had developed during the late fifties in Britain. It
was dependent, in particular, on a factor that enabled Alloway to relate
“high” and “low” cultural forms in the non-hierarchical manner of a con-
tinuum: the functionalist and non-essentialist conception of fine art as
communication and, as reflected in pop art’s subject-matter, as “one of the
possible forms . . . in an expanding framework that also includes the mass
arts.”4 “Other Criteria” (1972) represents Steinberg’s savage, if belated, “de-
construction” of Greenberg’s formalist argument as outlined in the 1965
version of “Modernist Painting.” It also presents Steinberg’s alternative, so-
ciological case for pop and its anonymous counterpart in 1960’s abstrac-
tion. Steinberg’s decided opposition to formalism had been a feature of his
criticism since 1953. It was at this time that Steinberg published his first
article on contemporary art in which he argued for the centrality of repre-
sentation in the “esthetic function” of all (including modern abstract) art.5

Rosenberg, the oldest critic featured in this study, was born in 1906. The
critical philosophy that he brought to bear on his reception of pop, as with
that of action painting in the previous decade, had evolved over a far longer
period than either Steinberg’s or Alloway’s. It encompassed two ideologi-
cal positions that, while distinct and while responsible for Rosenberg’s
alternate positive appraisal of action painting and negative one of pop,
were joined by the common goal of human freedom. This concerned the
“anti-Stalinism” or “Marxist anti-Communism” of the late thirties, the first
decade of Rosenberg’s critical career, and the “liberal anticommunism” of
the fifties6 as expressed in the tenets of existentialism.

Max Kozloff and Barbara Rose were born in 1933 and 1937 respectively.
Unlike the critics discussed so far, the commencement of their critical ca-
reers coincided with the emergence of pop. The critical theories they
would apply to this movement were moulded by their experience of six-
ties’ art in both its pop-figurative and abstract forms and, integral to this
experience, the failure of existing critical traditions, notably Greenbergian
formalism, to meet its demands. Rose’s break with Greenbergian formal-
ism, the most authoritative critical position of the day, was far more cir-
cumspect and gradual than Kozloff’s and would not be complete until the
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close of the decade. The studied independence of both critics from fixed
and absolute aesthetic standards, however, whether they were those of
Greenbergian formalism or any other inflexible critical theory, took place
under the powerful counter-influence of deconstructive philosophies –
phenomenology in the case of Kozloff and pragmatism in that of Rose.

Susan Sontag was born in 1933, the same year as Kozloff. The begin-
ning of her critical career pre-dated that of Kozloff and Rose by only a few
years. Her approach to the theorization of pop, however, as it formed part
of the broader and inter-disciplinary category of contemporary art, ar-
guably sits mid-way between those discussed so far. The evidence pre-
sented by Sontag’s critical writings examined in this study, especially
“Against Interpretation” and “The Aesthetics of Silence” and their various
arguments for the lack of authorial perspective in contemporary art, indi-
cate that she grafted a theoretical framework, one largely drawn from an
extensive knowledge of both philosophy and literary theory, onto her
first-hand experience of sixties’ New York art. To the extent that this
framework included Alain Robbe-Grillet’s and Roland Barthes’s theoreti-
cal writings on nouveau roman and, in this mediated form, Heidegger’s
existential phenomenology, it illustrates Sontag’s deep engagement with
French post-war culture to which she was exposed during attendance at
the University of Paris 1957-58.7

Despite differences in both the age and critical philosophy of these crit-
ics, the post-modernist features of their respective theorizations of Amer-
ican pop art were in all cases the result of the failure of prevailing formal-
ist and realist critical canons to meet the critical challenges issued by pop.
Briefly defined, these concerned pop art’s anonymity, its erosion of bound-
aries between categorical and cultural realms, as evident in both subject-
matter and techniques, and its depiction of not “nature” but, rather, “cul-
ture,” that is, the illusory, mediate world created by mass communications
in their sophisticated post-war form. Critical responses to these features
of pop, now considered post-modernist, fall into two broad groups: first,
pop understood as a reflection of the post-war societal form, especially of
its dominant and defining characteristics of mass communications and
capitalist consumerism; second, pop understood as subversive of both
“worldviews” and many of the factors necessary for their formation.8 As
will be explained in greater detail in the first chapter of this study, these
perceptions of pop comply with two main deconstructive post-modernist
models: first, the philosophical model such as that formulated by either
David Ray Griffin or Patricia Waugh;9 the second, which is a variation of
the first, the sociological model defined by David Lyon and Zygmunt 

Introduction

3



Bauman.10 Lyon and Bauman’s model posits a correspondence between
the deconstructive workings of the key characteristics of post-war society
(or post-modernity) – mass communications and capitalist-consumerism –
and post-modernism in its deconstructive form, such as the philosophical
post-modernism identified by David Ray Griffin.

In addition to the philosophical and sociological post-modernisms just
defined, and in accounting for a definite regional inflection to the post-
modernist critical consciousness in America during the sixties, attention
also must be directed to the avantgardist model proposed by Andreas
Huyssen. This is the only model to address in any depth the question of a
specifically American phase of post-modernism during the sixties. As will
become apparent in a more detailed examination of Huyssen’s argument
in the next chapter, this study, in part at least, affirms Huyssen’s percep-
tion of the avantgardist character of 1960’s American post-modernism. It
also supports his identification of stimuli in the form of American histori-
cal factors, particularly as they concern the platforms of protest associated
with the American counter-culture during this period. It does not, however,
support either the coherence of Huyssen’s model (i.e., its uniformly avant-
gardist character) or the limitation of its life to the sixties and shortly there-
after.11 Instead, it argues that American post-modernism in the sixties as
revealed in the critical consciousness generated by pop, while never com-
pletely coherent in its character, either presaged or represented a broad
parallel to later formulations of the post-modern. The generally unwitting
mapping of the “post-modern condition,” or “post-modernity,” on the part
of Alloway, Rosenberg, and Steinberg is firm evidence of the first. This in-
volved a delineation of its “deconstructive” character and, in the case of
Rosenberg, a critique of its deleterious impact upon both art and “self.”
Rosenberg’s negative account of pop art’s social context prefigured the
critical reactions to post-modernity, including that of Jean Baudrillard, that
Charles Jencks has more recently seen as extending from approximately
1980 to the present.12

Susan Sontag’s and, to a lesser extent, Max Kozloff’s interpretations of
pop art that have been cast in terms of the “silencing of language,” espe-
cially as they concern the phenomenological view of human conscious-
ness, are indicative of the second trend. In this, they represent a parallel to
subsequent formulations of post-modernism, specifically those indebted
to post-structuralism. The more or less contemporaneous development in
France that from the time of post-modernism’s mid-seventies incarnation
(i.e., from the time that it assumed the status of a “world view”13) has pro-
vided the prime avenue of theoretical support for the dominant decon-
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structive form. Post-structuralism and the “silencing of language” can be
seen as alternative responses to the critique of language that had been con-
ducted throughout the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries by the
philosophers Nietzsche, Wittgenstein, and Heidegger and concerned their
findings on the limitations of language, as revealed by its relationship to
experience, knowledge, and “truth.”

The methodology of this study is based on a close reading of critical re-
sponses to American pop art that were made during the sixties by critics
working in the same cultural milieu. These are examined within contexts
that illuminate their cultural and historical significance and identify their
relevance to sociological and philosophical post-modernist theories. Given
the clear time span dealt with in this study, the inclusion of some material
requires qualification. Lawrence Alloway’s American Pop Art, his most
comprehensive account of American pop, was not published until 197414;
it was, however, almost completely dependent on his publications from the
previous decade. Moreover, the view of American pop art that Alloway out-
lined in American Pop Art, as in all of his prior published writings on the
subject, was indebted to his cultural theory the “fine art-pop art contin-
uum.” Much of the analysis of Alloway’s critical response to American pop,
therefore, is directed at this crucial formative influence, its sources, and
British post-war context. In addition, Leo Steinberg’s appearance in this
study rests on the single essay “Other Criteria,” which in its definitive form
was not published until 1972.15 It was, nonetheless, based on a lecture he
delivered at the Museum of Modern Art, New York, in 1968, and on ideas
he had formulated during the previous two decades. The more pertinent of
these concern his perception of the centrality of representation in the “es-
thetic function” of all art, that is, including modern abstract art, and the
anti-illusionist premises underlying the relationship between subject and
object in Jasper Johns’s art.16

With the organization of material in this study, distinctions are made be-
tween the “cultural” critic Sontag and the “art” critics Alloway, Rosenberg,
Steinberg, Rose, and Kozloff. These distinctions, however, are unwar-
ranted on a number of grounds. In their largely unwitting articulation of a
post-modernist consciousness, almost all of the art critics identified a cul-
tural shift that went beyond the concerns of either a particular style or a
particular discipline. Barbara Rose, for example, called upon Alain Robbe-
Grillet’s phenomenological theorization of nouveau roman to account for
“literal” qualities in American sixties’ art that were common to pop and
minimal art.17 In reference to the same phenomenon Harold Rosenberg
identified the reduction of ego, that of “‘inner-directed’” man as seen in the
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“‘inexpressive’” stream of sixties’ art in both its pop-figurative and abstract
forms with the “‘chosiste’” novels of Alain Robbe-Grillet.18 Charles Jencks
has termed this cross-disciplinary approach, one that will be discussed in
relation to both Alloway’s and Steinberg’s critique of the essentialist epis-
temology associated with Enlightenment and by one definition modernist
thought,19 as “a motive force of the wide [post-modernist] movement.”20

The “art” critics are divided into two further categories: the “social” and
the “philosophical.” Incorporation within either of these categories is de-
termined by each critic’s dominant, though not exclusive, method of the-
orizing pop. The boundaries of these groupings, as between those desig-
nated “art” and “cultural,” blur at a number of junctures. Arguments central
to the “social” theorization of pop, those that concern the “deconstructive”
character of the post-war societal form and hence of post-modernity, are
advanced also by the “philosophical” critic Barbara Rose. Although insuf-
ficiently developed in Rose’s criticism, they nonetheless underpin her clear
understanding of the role played by mass communications and capitalist-
consumerism in both dissolving boundaries between cultural realms and
discrediting traditional cultural theory. The qualitative superiority of cer-
tain cultural forms (e.g., high art) has been argued, erroneously in Rose’s
view, on the basis of their independence from economic concerns.21

In a similar blurring of boundaries, arguments central to philosophical
theorizations of pop and that concern the subversion of worldviews by the
deconstructive tenets of either pragmatism or phenomenology were also
taken up by “social” critics. Alloway, for example, turned to philosophical
pragmatism, if in a mediatory form, to discredit fixed and absolute aes-
thetic standards. These were predicated on the foundational beliefs of tra-
ditional idealist philosophy and, as witnessed by Clement Greenberg’s
“Avant-Garde and Kitsch” (1939), were unable to account for art respon-
sive to the demands of industrial capitalism in anything other than a nega-
tive manner. Guided by both an anthropological definition of culture and
a non-essentialist and functionalist conception of fine art as a form of com-
munication, Alloway proposed instead the “fine art-pop art continuum.” As
indicated by its designation, this provided a non-evaluative and non-
hierarchical conceptualization of relations between the full gamut of artis-
tic forms in industrialized society. A further example is represented by
Harold Rosenberg’s negative assessment of pop art on the basis of the
evidence it presented of the dissolution of “self” by totalitarian forces at
work in post-war capitalist society. As will be expanded upon in the first
and third chapters of this study, Rosenberg’s harsh judgment of pop was
driven by the tenets of existentialist philosophy, especially as they in-
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formed the major existentialist theme of distinctions between the authen-
tic and inauthentic life, and consequential rejection of a life lived in terms
of “second-hand values” in favour of one derived from “immediate personal
experience.”22

Arguably, the most marked overlap between categories is represented
by the “philosophical” critic Kozloff’s and the “cultural” critic Sontag’s re-
lated inquiries into the “silencing of language.” Broadly described, this in-
quiry involved a redefinition of the critic’s role in the face of “silent” art’s
disenfranchisement of his traditional functions of interpretation and eval-
uation. In the case of Sontag, it also encompassed a justification of the
artist’s wilful frustration of meaning. As will be explained in further detail
in the first chapter, both Sontag’s and Kozloff’s arguments rest heavily on
the phenomenological principle of the intentionality of consciousness, a
principle that precludes the possibility of apprehending the world, and
hence art, in any objective form and thus undermines the authority of sin-
gular interpretations of either.

Within the categories so described, a separate chapter is devoted to
each critic’s account of pop art or, in Sontag’s case, pop as it forms part of
the broader category of contemporary art. Importantly, this structure al-
lows for a clear picture of individual contributions to the American post-
modernist consciousness of the 1960s. This same structure facilitates the
aims of this study that go beyond identifying post-modernist features of
American pop art criticism, or, at least their identification per se. Promi-
nent among these is that of deepening and, in some instances, revising our
understanding of the contributions to American art criticism by the critics
featured in this study. Susan Sontag, for example, has been widely viewed
as a pioneering figure of American post-modernism, yet a neglected aspect
of this recognition has, nonetheless, been an acknowledgment of the role
played by her inquiry into the “silencing of language” in this contribution.
As a case in point, Andreas Huyssen has confined Sontag’s post-modernist
involvement to “camp and a new sensibility” and has associated only Ihab
Hassan with the “‘literature of silence.’”23 In Harold Rosenberg’s case, this
study aims to offset the dearth of scholarly analysis of his critical writings
on sixties’ art. Implicated in this neglect, no doubt, is the negativity with
which he viewed “anonymous” art of this period and hence all of pop. With
the benefit of hindsight, however, Rosenberg’s negativity may be seen as
tied principally to his perception and passionate upholding of the critic’s
role as social reformer and, in this role, critic of post-war “mass” society.
The negative reactions to post-modernity that have arisen since circa 198024

have thrown welcome light on Rosenberg’s writings on the “anonymous”
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character of sixties’ art, especially on that of pop with its overt relation-
ship to post-war society. They reveal these writings as providing an inci-
sive and, arguably, protean commentary on the nature and consequences
of the post-modern condition.

The broader aim of this study is twofold: one, to achieve an enhanced as
well as a revised awareness of the critical consciousness generated by pop
art in America during the sixties; two, to increase an understanding of both
the nature and the breadth of the post-modernist phenomenon by drawing
attention to the significance that its concepts held in American intellectual
and cultural life during this period. America’s inaugural role in the theo-
rization of post-modernism prior to its escalation into a worldview has been
obscured somewhat in the dominant and over-identification of deconstruc-
tive post-modernism with French post-structuralist theory, the develop-
ment of which parallels the time span of this study. This perception has been
challenged only in recent post-modernist writings that have acknowl-
edged either American philosophical pragmatism25 or phenomenology in
its existential Heideggerian form26 as deconstructive alternatives to post-
structuralism. Even these, however, have failed to acknowledge the pre-em-
inent role played by pragmatist and phenomenological philosophies in the
American post-modernist consciousness of the 1960s. A major catalyst for
the formation of this consciousness was the critical challenges posed by
pop. These challenges were not met – because they could not be met – by
the prevailing formalist and realist (and associated mimetic) critical modes.
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Post-Modernist Assumptions

11

The aim of this section is not to attempt to answer the difficult and
fraught question “What is post-modernism?” It is rather to establish
a range of post-modernist assumptions that will be used throughout

this study to identify what can now be regarded as aspects of post-mod-
ernist thought in critical responses to American pop art during the sixties.
Both these assumptions and their relevance to the critics under review will
be discussed in a schematic manner so as not to pre-empt discussion in
subsequent sections of this study.

“Post-modernist” responses to pop were prompted by those features
that resisted accommodation within existing formalist or realist critical
canons. The most prominent of these is anonymity, that is lack of “autho-
rial presence” or a “centred sense of personal identity.”1 This is evident in
its depersonalized technique, minimal, if any, transformation of source ma-
terial, and obscure or uninterpretable “message.” A further feature con-
cerns the collapsing of distinctions between élite and mass cultural realms,
evident in pop art’s indebtedness to the codes, subjects, and, in some in-
stances, technical processes of mass communications. Finally, there is that
of the representation of “culture” as opposed to “nature,” the province of
realism, insofar as it concerns the simulation of pre-existing signs. Critics
theorized these features along either sociological or philosophical lines.
They viewed them as reflective of Western urban society in its post-war
capitalist-consumerist phase or, alternatively, as eliminative of a world-
view in the sense of an authoritative, totalizing system of thought.

The prime issue for this study is the relationship between these, in the
main, sociological and philosophical theorizations of pop art and post-
modernism. In constructing the post-modernist measure necessary to ad-
dress this issue, three main categories of concepts of post-modernism re-
quire consideration: those formulated by critics featured in this study



(relevant only in the case of Leo Steinberg); the sporadic formulations
made in the field of American literary criticism either prior to or contem-
poraneous with the period under review; those constitutive of post-
modernism in its circa mid- and post-mid-1970’s incarnation. This is the
form in which it would constitute a major cultural shift and develop,
shortly thereafter, into a “world view.”2 In this particular incarnation, post-
modernism refers to a diversely social and cultural phenomenon as well as
assumes its present inter-disciplinary form, one described by John Rajch-
man as “a hybrid field of social theory, literary criticism, cultural studies
and philosophy.”3

Post-modernist features of critical responses to American pop art, those
that fall under the broad headings of social theory and philosophy, con-
form most closely to three inter-related post-modernist models or, more
accurately, groups of post-modernist models. First, the “philosophical
post-modernism” that David Ray Griffin has seen as “inspired variously by
pragmatism, physicalism, Ludwig Wittgenstein, Martin Heidegger, and
Jacques Derrida and other recent [presumably, post-structuralist] French
thinkers.” He has described this form as

deconstructive or eliminative post-modernism. It overcomes the mod-
ern worldview through an anti-worldview: it deconstructs or eliminates
the ingredients necessary for a worldview, such as God, self, purpose,
meaning, a real world, and truth as correspondence. While motivated in
some cases by the ethical concern to forestall totalitarian systems, this
type of post-modern thought issues in relativism, even nihilism. It could
also be called ultramodernism, in that its eliminations result from car-
rying modern premises to their logical conclusions.4

Charles Jencks also regarded this deconstructive form of post-mod-
ernism as not constituting a break with modernism. He termed it “Late- or
Neo-Modernism” to refer to an “exaggerated and incessantly revolutionary
form of Modernism.”5 Griffin’s and Jencks’s closely related understanding
of deconstructive post-modernism invites identification with the avant-
gardist model formulated by Andreas Huyssen. American post-modernism
in its 1960’s phase, he considered, was a revitalization of the legacy of “Eu-
ropean avantgarde” movements and therefore of one branch of mod-
ernism. Huyssen’s understanding of it in this manner was largely based on
its “powerful sense of the future and of new frontiers, of rupture and dis-
continuity, of crisis and generational conflict” and thus on evidence of the
“temporal imagination” that had been previously displayed by the “conti-
nental avantgarde,” notably “dada and surrealism.”6

Part One. Theoretical Framework
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The prime theoretical influence on deconstructive post-modernism
since circa the mid-seventies has been post-structuralism. Broadly de-
fined, post-structuralism represents the collective term for the post-Marx-
ist intellectual movement in the human sciences and philosophy that
emerged during the second half of the sixties in Paris and included among
its first-generation adherents Jacques Derrida, Jacques Lacan, Michel Fou-
cault, and Louis Althusser. A second generation, comprising Jean Bau-
drillard and Jean-Francois Lyotard, aligned post-structuralist theory with
accounts of a new, post-war societal form. Despite the independence of
their respective theoretical positions, post-structuralists were drawn to-
gether by, as Chris Weedon has suggested, shared “fundamental assump-
tions about language, meaning and subjectivity.”7 These assumptions will
be investigated more fully where relevant throughout this study.

Post-structuralist ideas, however, made no impact on either the critical
reception of American pop art during the sixties or literary formulations of
post-modernism in the same period. This situation can be explained, in
part, by the fact that none of the initial post-structuralist texts (identified
by Art Berman as Lacan’s Ecrits and Foucault’s The Order of Things [both
1966] and Derrida’s Of Grammatology [1967]) were translated until the
seventies.8 Despite the immunity of American post-modernism in its 
sixties’ phase from French post-structuralist theory, the latter assumes an
important reference point for this study. In this it is argued that the
“silencing of language,” to the extent that it is largely theorized by phe-
nomenology, and post-structuralism, especially in the form represented by
Jacques Derrida’s deconstruction of logocentrism, are different responses
as well as contributors to the critique of language and representation that
had been conducted throughout the late nineteenth and twentieth cen-
turies by philosophers such as Nietzsche, Wittgenstein, and Heidegger.
Despite America’s role in the naming of post-modernism, a role acknowl-
edged by Lyotard in The Post-modern Condition; a Report on Knowledge,9

it was also in such deconstructive form influenced by French post-struc-
turalist theory that post-modernism would “re-enter” America. This is
evident in the post-modern writings of the Marxist and cultural theorist
Fredric Jameson as well as those of the art critics associated with the
magazine October – notably Rosalind Krauss, Craig Owens, Hal Foster, and
Douglas Crimp – which was launched in 1976.

In the course of theorizing pop art, American critics turned to philo-
sophical sources that provided an alternative to post-structuralism’s sub-
version of worldviews: phenomenology in both its existential and episte-
mological forms; American philosophical pragmatism. Max Kozloff and
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Susan Sontag called upon the findings of phenomenology to justify “silent”
art’s invalidation of the critic’s interpretive and evaluative roles and, in the
case of Sontag, to account for art’s silencing of language. Phenomenology,
in pursuit of either the foundations of knowledge (epistemelogical phe-
nomenology) or the foundations of existence (existential phenomenol-
ogy), undermines the authority of universal accounts and hence abstract
schematizations of either knowledge or experience. Both forms of phe-
nomenology are pivotal on the tenet of the intentionality of consciousness,
that is, the objects of consciousness are structured by the perceiving mind.
This represents a break with the strict subject-object dualism of Carte-
sianism and thus with a vision-generated “concept of knowledge which
radically splits us away from the world and leads us to assume the de-
tached superiority of the scientist in relation to an overt object of investi-
gation.”10 Existential phenomenology, consistent with its recognition of
man’s fundamental condition of situatedness in the world as well as the
role of non-cognitive and non-rational factors (e.g., moods, sensations, and
feelings) in intentional acts,11 abolishes the further Cartesian dualism be-
tween body and mind.

In post-structuralist theory, the break with Cartesian subjectivity brings
about the “death” of man and, thus, the elimination of one of the “ingredi-
ents necessary for a worldview.”12 This is argued on the grounds that the
subject is constituted in language and hence from “without.” Phenome-
nology, by way of contrast, with its commitment to the first-person stand-
point, and in this sense commitment also to Cartesianism, revises the
Cartesian “rational subject” Modification of this subject along phenome-
nological lines, central to which is the abolition of distinctions between
both subject and object and mind and body, entails the recognition of man’s
situation as “embodied agents in a natural and social world” whose “propo-
sitional knowledge of the world is grounded in our dealings with it.”13

Existential phenomenology, specifically in its Heideggerian form, has
been seen by Patricia Waugh as responsible for a form of deconstructive
post-modernism concerned with a counter-Enlightenment “critique of
grand narratives and subversion of the purely rational.” She has termed
this critique “late modern Romanticism” because of the relationship be-
tween its mode of being and knowing – one that places emphasis on “situ-
atedness in a world which pre-exists us (and which cannot be conceptu-
alised through an overlay of rationalism)” – and a strain of Enlightenment
critique that takes place in “Romantic writing.” It is one that opposes the
Enlightenment’s “Cartesian separation of subject and object as a rational-
ising consciousness shaping an inert material object.”14 Waugh’s under-
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standing that post-modernism, in both its American and European forms,
drew from “a theoretical or philosophical tradition” that was constituted,
in part, by the “post-phenomenological critiques” of Heidegger and Der-
rida,15 confirms in some measure the findings of this study: post-struc-
turalist post-modernism and the phenomenological form identified with
the silencing of language derive from as well as contribute to the same
broadly defined critique of language and representation.

Waugh’s counter-Enlightenment post-modernist model, with its poten-
tial for modifying Heidegger’s idea of “situatedness in the world” to allow
for an accent on “bodily experience,”16 has particular relevance to Sontag’s
association of her call for sensory recuperation with the existential phe-
nomenological experience of both art and modern life. This mission was
necessitated, in part, by the “sensory anesthesia” brought about by “‘bu-
reaucratic rationalization’” in the modern period.17 Sontag thus implied
criticism of the “progressive” ethos of modernity, which is heir to Enlight-
enment thinkers’ claim for “a strong necessary linkage between the growth
of science, rationality, and universal human freedom.”18

Pragmatism, America’s contribution to Western philosophy, was initi-
ated in the late nineteenth century by Charles Peirce and brought to
prominence by William James in the early part of the twentieth century.
Further notable American exponents include John Dewey, whose particu-
lar importance to this study lies in his application of pragmatist principles
to aesthetic theory, and Richard Rorty, whose mature pragmatist writings,
dating from 1972,19 spearheaded a re-invigoration of this prominent tradi-
tion in American philosophy. Pragmatism rejects the epistemological
claims of both transcendental and empiricist variants of traditional phi-
losophy; for the pragmatist, “a meaningful world emerges through man’s
behavioral rapport with that which gives itself in experience.”20 William
James gave a distinctive, if contentious, inflection to the practical orienta-
tion of pragmatism in his definition of truth as “only the expedient in our
way of thinking”21 (i.e., “what has fruitful consequences”22). Pragmatism
and phenomenology converge at the point of the intentional mind-world
relation23 as well as understanding that knowledge or meaning is conse-
quential to this relation. Unlike post-structuralism, these philosophies re-
vise rather than eliminate the rational subject of Cartesianism: the “au-
tonomous, self-determined” subject that is “endowed with the capability
of a truth-bearing (because truth-creating) introspection.”24

Barbara Rose turned to pragmatism in an attempt to formulate a criti-
cal system that was capable of accommodating pop, minimal and the “anti-
formal” trends that followed, art that could only be negatively appraised
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by the prevailing theory of art criticism: Greenbergian formalism.
Lawrence Alloway also called upon pragmatism to justify the abolition of
fixed and absolute aesthetic standards – those that, as in the previously
cited case of Greenbergian formalism, were predicated on the founda-
tional beliefs of traditional idealist philosophy – in his proposed non-hier-
archical organization of cultural forms: the “fine art-pop art continuum.”
This same inclusive theory of culture would assume the theoretical basis
of his subsequent interpretation of the iconography of American pop art.

Griffin’s definition of “deconstructive or eliminative post modernism”
encompassed its, in some instances, “ethical” motivation that he argued
was directed towards refusing formation of “totalitarian systems.”25 The
clearest reference to this issue on the part of critics featured in this study
was made in Barbara Rose’s alignment of Clement Greenberg’s “judgmen-
tal criticism” – its evaluative criteria predicated on the foundational or lo-
gocentric beliefs of idealist philosophy – with maintenance of the social
and economic interests of the ruling capitalist system. She saw this situa-
tion as facilitated by the media’s potential for ideological cooption and, im-
portantly, the media context of Greenberg’s judgmental criticism. Rose’s
engagement in both social and political reform followed on from her prag-
matist-directed critique of the evaluative criteria of Greenbergian formal-
ism, its application in her view appropriate only in the case of “color-ab-
straction.” It also followed on from her understanding that art informed by
pragmatist principles delegitimizes the critic in his capacity of arbiter of
merit. As exemplified by pop and minimalism, this same art played out an
adversarial role. It refused to conform to “a defined specialized mode or
medium judged by preordained canons” and thus to serve the “middle
class” as either decoration or financial asset – in Rose’s view, the dual role
of Greenberg-championed “color-abstraction.”26

Rose’s critique on pragmatist grounds of the capitalist commandeering
of Greenbergian formalism complies with a further pragmatist model:
“prophetic pragmatism.” Cornel West coined this term to signal the align-
ment of the “tradition of pragmatism” in American thought with a method
of “cultural criticism” centred on the issue of power. West explained that
the “political motivation” of pragmatism’s “human inquiry into truth and
knowledge” resided in its focus on “the social and communal circum-
stances under which persons can communicate and cooperate in the
process of acquiring knowledge” as opposed to that of traditional philoso-
phy on the “search for foundations and quest for certainty.” Its “political
substance” lay in transference of “the prerogatives of philosophers,” such
as “rational deliberation,” to the populace. Central to the concerns of
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“prophetic pragmatism,” and thus to Rose’s critique of Greenbergian for-
malism, especially as it concerned the interaction between its judgmental
nature and its media context, was opposition to “power structures that
lack public accountability,” those that threaten the “precious ideals of in-
dividuality and democracy.”27

The second post-modernist model, a variation on the deconstructive
one just described, has been formulated in recent sociological writings.
David Lyon has explained this as one in which “the culture of post-
modernism is taken to be evidence of linked social shifts, referred to as
postmodernity.”28 Lyon conceived of post-modernism as a category com-
prising “cultural and intellectual phenomena” and as identified with three
key characteristics: (i) the renunciation of “‘foundationalism’ . . . in the phi-
losophy of science” and, as an extension of this, questioning of the En-
lightenment’s central obligations; (ii) ensuing breakdown “of hierarchies
of knowledge, taste and opinion” as well as shift in focus from the “uni-
versal” to the “local”; (iii) the replacement of the various forms of “word”
(for example, the spoken and the visual or “printed”) by “image,” notably
the “TV screen.” The first two characteristics are, clearly, compatible with
a post-structuralist conception of deconstructive post-modernism. Lyon’s
subsequent discussion indicated that he viewed post-modernist thought as
presaged by the “intellectual phenomena” of, among others, Nietzsche
and Heidegger and as constituted by that of “new luminaries”: the post-
structuralists Derrida, Lyotard, Foucault, and Baudrillard.

Lyon construed post-modernity as a marked social change, one her-
alded by either the arrival of a new societal form or the inauguration of a
new phase of capitalism. Whatever the case, prior methods “of social
analysis and political practice” have lost their authority. Two concerns
were identified by Lyon as having particular relevance: the conspicuous-
ness of “new information and communication technologies,” including
their facilitation of “globalization”; consumerism and its succession of
“production” as the hub of the capitalist system.29 In reference to the first,
Lyon provided a simple, yet graphic, illustration of his claim for a corre-
spondence between the deconstructive characters of post-modernism (the
cultural) and post-modernity (the social).

The global culture facilitated by the spread of electronic technologies . . .
does much to relativize once-dominant Western ideas, while the same
technologies also enable us to mix-and-match musical tastes or to chan-
nel-hop with the TV remote. The forsaking of foundationalism in science
and the erosion of hierarchies of knowledge and opinion seem much less
surprising or arcane in this light.30
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Zygmunt Bauman’s sociological writings illustrate the second “crucial”
issue in post-modern society: the centrality of capitalist-consumerism.
The major thesis of these is that reproduction of the capitalist system in
its consumerist phase is achieved by “individual freedom” in the form of
“consumer freedom.” At this time, it no longer requires the “traditional
mechanisms” of its “modern phase” (when “work in the form of wage
labour” was central), such “as consensus-aimed political legitimation,

ideological domination, uniformity of norms promoted by cultural hege-

mony.” Instead:

Once consumer choice has been entrenched as the point in which sys-
temic reproduction, social integration and individual life-world are co-
ordinated and harmonized – cultural variety, heterogeneity of styles and
differentiation of belief systems have become conditions of its success.31

Lyon’s and Bauman’s shared perception of the deconstructive workings
of mass communications and capitalist-consumerism and thus decon-
structive character of post-modernity was borne out by Alloway’s and
Rosenberg’s respective analyses of pop. Alloway regarded pop as a mirror
of the spectrum of visual communications as well as representative of
a constitutive channel (painting). His case centred on pop art’s use of
pre-existing signs disseminated by the mass media in the post-war period
as well as the role played by these signs in the constitution of an illusory,
man-made world. Alloway’s focus on mass communications, however, was
distinguished by the patent recognition that this key characteristic of post-
war society could not be viewed independently from another: capitalist-
consumerism. In this regard, pop art’s representation of the “general field
of visual communications” was that also of the experience of the specator-
consumer who was “free to move in a society defined by symbols.”32 To
the extent that this visual field was heterogeneous (a feature that was mir-
rored in the multiple sources of pop art imagery), it was an expression of
the diverse interests of its varied audience. More specifically, it was an ex-
pression of consumer-freedom in the sense understood by Bauman: the
freedom that was “geared to the market”33 (and therefore exercised at the
level of consumer choice); the freedom that was crucial for the reproduc-
tion of the capitalist system in its consumerist phase.

Consistent with both Alloway and Lyon, Rosenberg viewed the work-
ings of mass communications and capitalist-consumerism as symbiotically
linked. He noted that under the impact of mechanical reproduction in its
technologically advanced post-war form “the distinction between original
and copy” had narrowed with the result that art had become part of the
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“media system.” This meant that it had been “brought into conformity with
the total mechanism of production and distribution” and was subject,
therefore, to the same “promotion and marketing techniques” as any other
commodity within this system.34 The result, or, in Rosenberg’s mind, po-
tential result, of this situation was one in which energy was deflected from
creation of the work of art to that of the artist’s “alter ego” (or brand-name).
In the extreme case of Warhol, this resulted in the “de-definition” of art
(i.e., the narrowing of distinctions between art and other commodities in
the capitalist system) to the stage where all that remained of art was “the
fiction of the artist.”35

Rosenberg’s understanding that Warhol’s commodified art was an out-
come of capitalist-consumerism has particular relevance to Zygmunt Bau-
man’s arguments. The institutional support commanded by Warhol’s art
was explained by Rosenberg in terms that relate to Bauman’s observation
that in the absence of the authority of “universally binding standards,”
those that are without relevance in the consumerist phase of capitalism,
“cultural authorities” opt for the only alternative: turning themselves in
“market forces.”36

Leo Steinberg’s conception of the “flatbed” picture plane characteristic
of sixties’ painting provided the closest support for Lyon’s claim of a cor-
relation between the “deconstructive” character of post-modernism and
that of the social transformation known as post-modernity. Symbolic of
any surface on which information is recorded, the “flatbed” picture plane
emerged in response to a “new order of experience”: the mediate world
created by mass communications in their advanced post-war form and,
thus, role of “key simulation machines.”37 He termed this picture plane
“post-Modernist” because of its decisive rupture with that of modernist
painting, as theorized by Greenberg in the 1965 version of “Modernist
Painting.”38 By the terms of Steinberg’s argument, however, it represented
an equally convincing break with the picture plane of traditional painting
(in this, nullifying, or, at least, discrediting Greenberg’s distinction be-
tween the two). As distinct from the “flatbed” picture plane of “post-Mod-
ernist” painting, one indicative of a fundamental shift in the major theme
of art from nature to culture, both imply an order of experience that was
consistent with man’s first-hand optical knowledge of the organic and pre-
sumably objective world.

The third post-modernist model relevant to this study concerns the per-
ception of a distinct and self-contained phase of American post-mod-
ernism during the sixties. The most comprehensive case was advanced by
Andreas Huyssen, who described post-modernism in its 1960’s American
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manifestation as “avantgardist” after its revitalization of the “European
avantgarde” in the direction of “the Duchamp-Cage-Warhol axis.” Ameri-
can post-modernism’s orientation towards the future, decisive break with
the past and “crisis and generational conflict” he construed as strikingly
similar to the “imagination” demonstrated previously by the “continental
avantgarde.” This “imagination,” however, was enacted against a specifi-
cally American historical backdrop characterized by various platforms of
protest, including those either directly relevant or tangential to critical re-
sponses to pop that are among those discussed in this study: “the anti-war
movement and the counter-culture.”39

Andreas Huyssen’s account of an avantgardist phase of American post-
modernism during the sixties differed in a number of respects to the post-
modernist consciousness generated by critical responses to pop art during
this period.40 Measured by these, Huyssen’s account simplified individual
contributions to the American post-modernist character. Huyssen limited
Sontag’s post-modernism, for example, to “camp and a new sensibility”
whereas, equally, it could be identified with the further post-modernist ex-
pressions of “genital enlightenment” and “literature of silence,” which he
attributed to Leslie Fiedler and Ihab Hassan respectively. To the same de-
gree Huyssen was guilty of distorting the character of American post-mod-
ernism during the 1960s. “The technological optimism of segments of the
1920s avantgarde” – which he identified as characteristic of “early post-
modernism” and as evidence of its “continuity with the international tra-
dition of the modern”41 – was only partly true of critics featured in this
study. More commonly, this attitude sat alongside one critical of modern
technological society and its products. This was certainly the case with
Rose who, on the one hand, expressed keen admiration for the authentic
forms of popular expression that resulted from the interaction of art and
technology, as in the prime example of “rock music,” but, on the other, ex-
pressed wariness of the media because of its potential for ideological an-
nexation.42 A similar ambiguity marked Sontag’s response to technology.
On the one hand, she conceived of exemplary art in the present period as
that which derives spontaneously and in abundance from “science and
technology.”43 On the other, Sontag was scathing of the role played by the
technological reproduction of language in both the devaluation of lan-
guage and intensification of its mediate state.44 Alloway’s seemingly un-
critical and unqualified enthusiasm for mass communications in their so-
phisticated post-war form was outwardly an endorsement of the
progressive ethos of modernity, the abandonment of which was regarded
by Huyssen as a defining quality of post-modernism.45 This recognition,
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nonetheless, must be tempered by the realization that Alloway’s approval
of mass communications was in no small measure due to their crucial role
in facilitating man’s adaptation to his ever-transforming urban environ-
ment and therefore efficacy in mitigating the darker aspects of modernity’s
emphatic forward momentum.46

In a further example of his misrepresentation of the character of Amer-
ican post-modernism, Huyssen failed to acknowledge the existence of both
phenomenological and pragmatist currents in American post-modernism
of the 1960s and, thus, their role in providing deconstructive alternatives
to post-structuralism. It is argued in this study that phenomenology repre-
sented the major theoretical source of Sontag’s, and to a lesser degree,
Kozloff’s inquiry into the silencing of language. Huyssen’s failure to ac-
knowledge this aspect of American post-modernism of the 1960s was tied
to his failure also to discuss in any detail the “literature of silence,” despite
his recognition that it represented one avenue of post-modernism explored
by American critics during the 1960s.47 A number of other flaws in
Huyssen’s account follow, including its non-observance of those aspects of
1960’s American post-modernism that presaged or, alternatively, repre-
sented a parallel to later post-modernist phases. Prominent among these
is the relationship between the “literature of silence” and post-structural-
ism. This was despite his claim that both are closely linked with the mod-
ern.48 A further example concerns Harold Rosenberg’s conception of pop
as an outcome of the post-modern condition or, alternatively, of the mod-
ern condition in its distinctive post-war phase. His negative assessment of
pop on these grounds resulted from the evidence it presented of the dis-
solution of “self” by totalitarian forces at work in post-war society.49

Rosenberg’s critique of pop and, through this, that of the post-modern con-
dition, bears some relation to the critical reactions to post-modernity that
Charles Jencks has seen as belonging to a stage in the formulation of con-
cepts of post-modernism that has extended from 1980 to the present.50 It
can be related in particular to critiques, such as that conducted by Jean
Baudrillard, that are heir to the critical stance adopted by Marxist cul-
tural theorists associated with the Frankfurt School, notably Theodor
Adorno, Max Horkheimer, and Herbert Marcuse. These theorists were
unanimous in their rejection of the thesis responsible for modernity’s em-
phasis on “progress” as well as of the role envisaged for science (in the
guise of technology) in the realization of its aims. They saw it as a con-
tinuation of Enlightenment thinkers’ claims for the interrelationship “be-
tween the growth of science, rationality, and universal human free-
dom.”51
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However, unlike the bleak view of social control presented, for example,
by either Jean Baudrillard or Herbert Marcuse,52 Rosenberg considered
that totalitarian forces were opposable; salvation lay within the individual
and concerned an existentialist-directed choice between a life lived in
terms of “second-hand values,” “the official ones of a given time or place,”
and a life lived in terms of “genuine values,” those that must be “earned . . .
in the joys and agonies of immediate personal experience.”53 Rosenberg’s
understanding that the “citizenry in action”54 could bring about social reform
was broadly consistent with Andreas Huyssen’s description of the heady
mission of the “historical avantgarde” as that of changing “life,” “society,”
and the “world” – the “overload of responsibilities” on which it foundered.
Forging a closer link between Rosenberg’s existentialist social reform and
the mission of the historical avantgarde, Huyssen considered that the latter
“lived on in France through the 1950s and 1960s embodied in the figure of
[the existentialist philosopher and personal friend of Rosenberg55] Jean Paul
Sartre.”56 Rosenberg’s view that totalitarianism could be defeated at the level
of individual resistance and in the existentialist manner of the individual’s
realization of “his own true self,”57 adds weight to Huyssen’s argument con-
cerning the adversarial social role and thus avantgardist character of Amer-
ican post-modernism during the sixties. Equally, however, it can be identi-
fied with prophetic pragmatism’s critique and resistance of any semblance
of subjection, the ethical motivation for which was conservation of the cher-
ished principles “of creative democracy and individuality.”58

In other respects, however, the findings of this study support Huyssen’s
avantgardist model of post-modernism, including its immediate stimulus
in American historical factors. Those most relevant to this study concern
the counter-culture and its program of liberation. For example, Susan Son-
tag’s contribution to the “sex avantgardes”59 and, by the terms of Huyssen’s
argument, American post-modernism in the 1960s, rested on the distinc-
tive sexual inflection she gave to her call for recuperation of the senses.
The assault on rationality that the restoration of sensory experience nec-
essarily incurred was largely justified by existential phenomenology’s
elimination of the mind-body duality of Cartesianism. A more marked ex-
ample of Sontag’s contribution to the “sex avantgardes” took place in her
review of Norman O. Brown’s Life Against Death, in which she linked the
subjects of “eroticism” and “liberty.” Alluding to the liberationist and re-
formatory aims of the American counter-culture as well as to the provin-
cialism that it can be argued was a requisite condition of its existence, Son-
tag considered that only now in America were these subjects commanding
the “serious” contemplation that they have long enjoyed in France.60 Son-
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tag’s equation of sexual expression with human freedom conformed, no
doubt, to the “genital enlightenment” that Huyssen identified as part of the
literary critic Leslie Fiedler’s contribution to post-modernism in its 1960’s,
specifically American, phase.61

Barbara Rose’s call for the abolition of “judgmental criticism,” espe-
cially in the form of Greenbergian formalism, on the grounds of its rela-
tionship to capitalist hegemony, complied with a further characteristic of
avantgardism that Huyssen identified in early post-modernism: a subver-
sive assault on “the ‘institution art.’” Huyssen, as he acknowledged, used
this term in the sense defined by Peter Bürger in The Theory of the Avant-

garde to refer “to the ways in which art’s role in society is perceived and
defined . . . [and] to ways in which art is produced, marketed, distributed
and consumed.” In reference to Bürger’s argument, Huyssen claimed that
the “historical avantgarde’s” subversion of both “cultural institutions” and
conventional representative methods could only take place in a “society”
in which élite art provided vital support for “a cultural establishment and
its claims to aesthetic knowledge.”62 Its example, in Huyssen’s opinion,
served to inspire American post-modernism in the sixties, at a time when
high art had become institutionalized, even if the art domesticated in this
manner was “modernism,” the traditional function of which was to repel
institutionalization.

Rose’s and Huyssen’s respective arguments, however, focused on dif-
ferent aspects of the so-called institutionalization of art. That of Rose was
directed towards the institutionalization of Greenbergian formalism.
Huyssen made clear reference to Abstract Expressionism in his claim that
the rebellion of the 1960s was in response to the type of modernism that
had become both constituent “of the liberal-conservative consensus” and
“propaganda weapon in the cultural-political arsenal of Cold War anti-com-
munism.”63 Within this scheme, pop assumed an adversarial role. Huyssen
acknowledged the “cooption [of the “pop avantgarde”] through commodi-
fication,” in this confirming the case outlined by Rosenberg in “D. M. Z.
Vanguardism.”64 He considered, nonetheless, that it “retained a certain cut-
ting edge in its proximity to the 1960s culture of confrontation.” Rose ex-
pressed a similar view in the sixties in her account of pop as guided by a
pragmatist aesthetic and, on these grounds, as disruptive of the social, eco-
nomic, and “psychological” fabric of post-war America.65 During this same
period, however, Rosenberg regarded pop art’s capitulation to the eco-
nomic dictates of capitalism and the avantgarde’s subversion of either this
or any other prevailing system as mutually exclusive acts. He stated with-
out equivocation that from the time of pop “no influential American art
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movement has been either overtly or tacitly hostile to the ‘majority cul-
ture.’”66

Huyssen speculated that the “temporal imagination” of American post-
modernism in its sixties’ phase, though displayed previously by the “con-
tinental avantgarde,” responded in the first instance to a specific “histori-
cal constellation.” Given that he identified one aspect of this “temporal
imagination” as “a powerful sense of the future and of new frontiers,”67 his
argument was pre-figured in a further aspect of Rose’s “post-modernist”
theorization of pop. Rose had argued for an ideological and aesthetic po-
larity in sixties’ art between “color-abstraction,” on the one hand, and pop
and minimal art, on the other. Whereas “color-abstraction,” underpinned
by an idealist philosophy and thus indicative of traditional values of West-
ern culture, was representative of Europe (the past), pop and minimal art,
underpinned by pragmatism, “the only uniquely American contribution to
philosophic inquiry,” was representative instead of American culture (the
future).68 Rose’s analysis of pop and minimal art, while complying with
Huyssen’s loosely defined “temporal imagination,” tallied more closely
with certain of the “fundamental historical processes” that Cornel West in
recent time has cited as implicated in the linked advent of post-modernity
and “prophetic pragmatism”: “the end of the European Age (1492–1945)”
and “the emergence of the United States as the world power.”69

A number of the post-modernist concepts that were labelled “post-
modernist” as well as formulated in the field of American literary criti-
cism either prior to or during the period under review are relevant to the
post-modernist consciousness generated by pop. They will be discussed,
where relevant, throughout the study. However, the American literary ac-
ademic Ihab Hassan’s writings on post-modernism, taken in their en-
tirety, combine all of the features of deconstructive post-modernism that
this study has identified as characteristic of American post-modernism
in the sixties. Many of these were present as early as 1971 in the post-
modernist model he outlined in “POSTmodernISM: A Paracritical Bibli-
ography.” This had been published prior to Hassan’s exposure to post-
structuralism (or at least reference to it in his post-modernist writings),
prior to the escalation of “post-modernism” into a worldview, and prior
to the greater identification of its dominant deconstructive form with
post-structuralism. Hassan’s 1971 account of deconstructive post-mod-
ernism demands some attention, given not only its correspondence to a
number of aspects of the critical reception of American pop art examined
in this study but also its proximity to the temporal and cultural parame-
ters of this study.
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In his 1971 formulation, Hassan conceived of post-modernism as a
transformation in modernism, one discerned by viewing the latter in ret-
rospect.70 He defined it in a diffuse, encyclopaedic fashion and listed its de-
constructive characteristics in a series of “Post-modernist Notes,” which
had been prompted by “Modernist Rubrics.” Under the rubric of “Antino-
mianism,” for example, Hassan cited the post-modernist characteristics of
“Counter Cultures, political and otherwise” and “Counter Western ‘ways’ or
metaphysics,” as represented by “Zen, Buddhism, Hinduism.” Included in
Hassan’s response to “Experimentalism” was “open, discontinuous, im-
provisational, indeterminate, or aleatory structures” as well as “intermedia,
the fusion of forms, the confusion of realms.”71 In accord with the cross-dis-
ciplinary approach that Charles Jencks considered a stimulus to the broadly
conceived post-modernist movement,72 Hassan applied his post-modernist
model beyond literature to encompass non-verbal forms of language. Under
the modernist rubric of “Dehumanization,” and clearly with Warhol’s art in
mind, he included “abstraction taken to the limit and coming back as New
Concreteness: the found object, the signed Brillo box or soup can.”73

Consistent with his initial use of the term “post-modernism” in the pre-
vious year,74 Hassan classified “languages of silence” as among the themes
of “Post-modernist criticism.” In a “chronology” of post-modernist criti-
cism, he placed his own writings on “languages of silence” in the company
of those of George Steiner and Susan Sontag.75 This association was made
again in “Culture, Indeterminacy, and Immanence” (1977–8), in which Has-
san described Steiner and Sontag, along with himself, as expounders of the
condition of silence.76

In his 1971 account of post-modernism, Hassan forged a connection be-
tween the philosophers Heidegger, Wittgenstein, and Sartre, who have in-
vestigated “the disease of verbal systems” and writers from a later period,
such as John Cage, Norman O. Brown, and Elie Wiesel, who “have listened
intently to the sounds of silence in art or politics, sex, morality, or reli-
gion.”77 With the exception of Wiesel, Hassan thus cited key sources of
Susan Sontag’s justification for silent art or, alternatively, silent art’s si-
lencing of the critic. By linking the philosophers Heidegger, Wittgenstein,
and Sartre with the “languages of silence,” Hassan confirmed this study’s
finding that the theorization of “silent” language on the part of American
literary and, and in the case of Max Kozloff, art critics during the sixties
was part of the broader critique of language that had been conducted pri-
marily in the field of philosophy and throughout the twentieth century.

In a separate section within his 1971 account of post-modernism, Has-
san described a common modernist and post-modernist response to 
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“Dehumanization” as the disappearance of the “old Realism” and its in-
creasing replacement by “illusionism” in art as well as life. By this he meant
either the replacement or obscuring of objective reality by a mediate, illu-
sory, and man-made world. Reinforcing the claims of both the “social” crit-
ics and the post-modernist theorist David Lyon about the deconstructive
character of mass communications in their post-war phase and hence of
post-modernity, Hassan noted the media’s contribution “to this process in
Postmodern society.” It was alluded to once again in his “post-modernist”
response to the modernist rubric of “Technologism,” as it concerned
“boundless dispersal by media.”

The demise of the “old Realism,” in Hassan’s opinion, necessitated “re-
vision of the Self.” In post-modernism, this revision included that associ-
ated with “phenomenology (Husserl, Sartre, Merleau-Ponty)” as well as
“nouveau roman” as represented by “Sarraute, Butor, Robbe-Grillet.”78

Hassan’s claim has particular relevance to Sontag’s linkage of “silent” lan-
guage with a phenomenological view of human consciousness; Robbe-Gril-
let’s theorization of nouveau roman and Roland Barthes’s theorization of
Robbe-Grillet’s contribution to nouveau roman were both prime media-
tory sources of phenomenology for Sontag’s theorization of silent art’s
silencing of the critic.

Hassan’s understanding of “Realism” in “art” was consistent with the
mimetic belief that reality “resided in the objective external world” and
that art could reflect “this objective form.”79 As with his understanding of
“Realism” in “life,” it implied an identification with the Cartesian subject:
the “subjective self reflecting on an objective world exterior to it.”80 Has-
san implied that from a post-modernist perspective the end of the “objec-
tive” world or, at least, difficulty in gaining access to it meant the end also
of the authority of Cartesianism, both its “spectatorial and intellectualist”81

epistemology and conception of the “self.” In Hassan’s estimation, phe-
nomenology would provide a more appropriate and more plausible expla-
nation of human consciousness at a time in which the objective world was
being replaced, or increasingly disguised, by the mediate one created by
the media. Phenomenology, pivotal on the tenet of intentionality of con-
sciousness and thus on the abandonment of the subject-object dualism of
Cartesianism, espouses the view that the world cannot be known as it is.
Instead, “the object [of consciousness] is always restructured by the per-
ceiving mind.”82

Sontag’s rejection of the realist paradigm, it will be argued, was also
predicated on a phenomenological view of human consciousness. This po-
sition was implicit in her justification for the need to silence the critic and,
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by these means, relieve him of his interpretive role. The continuance of this
role, she considered, was particularly inappropriate in the face of art such
as pop that, as evidenced by the “uninterpretable” nature of its literal im-
agery, was prompted “by a flight from interpretation.” Sontag blamed West-
ern critics’ persistence in interpreting art on the continuing influence of
“the Greek theory of art as mimesis or representation,”83 the central as-
sumption of which was that art could and should mirror the outer world in
its “objective” form.84

Unlike the deconstructive post-modernism revealed in both Rose’s and
Alloway’s critical reception of pop during the sixties, pragmatism assumed
only a minor place in Hassan’s 1971 formulation. Its inclusion at all rested
on a fleeting reference to Morse Peckham’s conception of art as “a disjunc-
tive category, established by convention” as well as “not a category of per-
ceptual fields, but of role-playing.”85 Hassan acknowledged the source of
these observations as Peckham’s Man’s Rage for Chaos, a prime influence
on Barbara Rose’s pragmatist interpretation of pop and minimal art. The mi-
nor place assigned to pragmatism in Hassan’s post-modernist writings at
this stage continued in those produced throughout the seventies. A further
if equally rare mention of it is made in the “margins” of “Culture, Indeter-
minacy, and Immanence” (1977). Hassan then identified William James, the
pioneering pragmatist philosopher and contemporary of Nietzsche, as sym-
pathetic to the tenets of (deconstructive) post-modernism. In the same es-
say, as indicated by his inclusion of major first- and second-generation post-
structuralists in a lengthy list of descendants of “French Nietzsche,”86 he
accorded post-structuralism a prominent position in his deconstructive
post-modernist model (far more so than pragmatism at this stage).

In Hassan’s publications on post-modernism from a decade later, how-
ever, pragmatism took centre stage. The major pragmatist influence was
William James, especially his concept of a “‘pluralistic universe.’”87 In
“Prospects in Retrospect” (1987), the concluding essay of The Post-mod-

ern Turn (1987), Hassan defined pragmatic pluralism as “no philosophical
system” but, rather, as “the very condition of our existence in the world.”
As Hassan noted: “so long as two minds seek to apprehend that universe,
no overwhelming force or sweet seduction, no theory whatever, will re-
duce it to one.”88

In a publication from the same year, and in implicit defence of his by
now clear favouring of the pragmatist argument for elimination of a world-
view,89 Hassan sought support in the form of Yves Bonnefoy, who suc-
ceeded Roland Barthes at the Collège de France, to indicate a turn in the
“deconstructive mood” in France, the home of post-structuralism. Bonnefoy,
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he noted, called in his initial “address of 1981 . . . for a re-turn to being or
presence,” one that alluded to a realignment of “language” with “human re-
lations” and, as construed by Hassan, a suggestion “of pragmatism.”

Guided in part by the ideas of Richard Rorty, the most prominent mem-
ber of the pragmatist movement in its reinvigorated contemporary phase,
Hassan considered that pragmatism’s “commitment to beliefs in action

[i.e., those arising from man’s behavioral interaction with the world] rather

than ironies of theory . . . [invested it] with a moral and social concern that
textualism” lacked. Pragmatism was further described as “intimate with all
the uncertainties of our post-modern condition without quiescence, steril-
ity, or abdication of judgment.” Moreover, it offered “genuine possibilities
of thought and action” in its avoidance of “the extremes of philosophic
skepticism and ideological dogmatism,” characteristics that, he noted,
“Michael Polanyi believed, once joined to usher political totalitarianism in
Continental Europe.”90

Hassan’s by now patent disenchantment with post-structuralism rested
on two main factors. One of these, Hassan’s negative reference to “philo-
sophic skepticism,” was presumably directed at post-structuralism’s dele-
gitimizing activity. Art Berman has pointed out that a common supposition
of post-structuralist theorists arose from their questioning of Ferdinand de
Saussure’s clear distinction between signifiers and signifieds. They argued,
instead, “that the chain of signifiers cannot yield irreducible signifieds.”
“What any signifier signifies . . . cannot be divulged except by using more
words, more signifiers” with the result that language points to itself and
“the idea of a knowable reality independent of language is rejected.”91 The
second factor concerns Hassan’s criticism of “textualism” on the grounds
of its absence of “a moral and social concern.” This can be construed as
criticism of the “aesthetic” nature of post-structuralist critical activity that,
as explained by Terry Eagleton, conceives of the “‘work’” as a “‘text’” and
therefore not as “a closed entity, equipped with definite meanings” but
rather “as irreducibly plural, an endless play of signifiers which can never
be finally nailed down to a single centre, essence or meaning.”92 This nar-
row view of both the nature and the scope of post-structuralist critical ac-
tivity, one that ignores the application of post-structuralist findings on lan-
guage to a broad cultural critique,93 complies with that of Andreas
Huyssen. Distinguishing post-structuralist activity from avantgardism,
Huyssen noted that it purports to comment on nothing other than “lan-
guage games, . . . epistemology and the aesthetic.”94

The ethical motivation that Hassan ascribed to pragmatism, if only cur-
sorily indicated, invites identification with Cornel West’s “prophetic” vari-
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ant. Pragmatism’s focus on human agency in the production of knowledge
and truth is transferred in prophetic pragmatism to a critique of the align-
ment of forms of knowledge and oppressive social practices. Cornel West
saw Foucault’s post-structuralism and prophetic pragmatism as bound by
a common foe: “forms of subjection . . . economic exploitation, state re-
pression, and bureaucratic domination.” Unlike the commentary and re-
fusals of Foucault’s post-structuralism, however, in which the centred sub-
ject has been banished, those of prophetic pragmatism are directed by the
precious principles “of creative democracy and individuality.”95 Almost
twenty years before pragmatism’s capacity for cultural critique would be-
come a feature, if understated feature, of Hassan’s deconstructive post-
modernism, it was one of Barbara Rose’s. This concerned her pragmatist
theorization of pop and minimal art, including its adversarial social role,
as well as her pragmatist-directed critique of the judgmental function of
Greenbergian formalism on the grounds that this rendered it vulnerable to
cooption by the prevailing capitalist system.

At the very time that the uniquely American philosophy of pragmatism –
in both its pluralistic and culturally critical forms – held centre stage in his
theorization of deconstructive post-modernism, Hassan confirmed An-
dreas Huyssen’s identification of the specifically American “historical”
backdrop against which post-modernism of the 1960s was enacted.96

Huyssen saw this as characterized by a “protest culture” whose appellation
“counter-culture” projected “an image of an avantgarde leading the way to
an alternative kind of society.”97 In “Prospects in Retrospect,” Hassan
noted in a similar fashion that post-modernism may well have been invig-
orated by, if not derived from, the “liberationist and countercultural” im-
pulses that characterized America in the sixties. Justifying both this claim
as well as that concerning the recent shift in deconstruction, and hence in
deconstructive post-modernism, away from post-structuralism to pragma-
tism, Hassan pointed out that the American variant of post-modernism re-
vealed it to be “utopian” and “positive” and “not only delegitimizing” as as-
serted by French (presumably post-structuralist) critics in recent times.98

In “Pluralism in Post-modern Perspective” (1986), Hassan listed decan-
onization as among the eleven features that defined post-modernism’s
“cultural field.” Consciously aligning “decanonization” with Lyotard’s
“‘delegitimation’ of the mastercodes in society,” Hassan considered that
“this applies to all canons, all conventions of authority.”99 The critics fea-
tured in this study, however, did not engage in the indiscriminate decan-
onization (or “ultra-avantgardism”100) described by Hassan. Instead, they
carried out a subversion of critical canons that, in the face of the evidence
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