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Abstract:  

This study explores the contemporary societal landscape through the lenses of philosophers 

such as Lyotard, Baudrillard, and Bauman, it elucidates the transformative shifts underway 

in both societal structures and individual experiences. Lyotard's analysis reveals the 

commodification of knowledge in postmodernity, with market logic eclipsing grand 

narratives. Baudrillard's concept of hyperreality underscores the blurring of distinctions 

between reality and simulation in consumer-driven societies. At the same time, Bauman's 

notion of1 liquid modernity illustrates the fluidity of identity in a world marked by rapid 

change and uncertainty. Habermas, on the other hand, advocates for completing the 

modernity project to address social fragmentation caused by instrumental rationality. 

However, by critically engaging with these philosophical discourses, we gain insight into 

the complexities of modern life, as traditional frameworks and certainties give way to 

fluidity, fragmentation, and ambiguity. Ultimately, this exploration equips us with a richer 

understanding of the challenges and opportunities inherent in confronting the ever-

evolving dynamics of postmodern society.  

Keywords: Consumer culture, Hyperreality, Incomplete modernity, Knowledge 

commodification, Postmodernity. 

Introduction: 

The shortcomings and failures associated with the Enlightenment vision have prompted a 

critical reevaluation of the modernity project within contemporary academic and 

intellectual circles. Various perspectives have emerged to analyze and assess the modernity 

project and its associated Enlightenment sensibility. Notably, postmodernism has gained 

prominence as an anti-modernist movement, drawing inspiration from the works of 

influential thinkers such as Derrida, Foucault, Lyotard, and Baudrillard. Postmodernism 

challenges the Enlightenment sensibility and advocates for the abandonment of the entire 

modernity project, often asserting that both have already been forsaken in the postmodern 

condition. 

Beyond questioning the efficacy of reason and rationality in addressing humanity's 

challenges, postmodernism contends that the current crisis stems from the oppressive role 

played by reason and rationality in contemporary culture and civilization. Postmodernists 

highlight the silencing of dissenting and contrary viewpoints in modern discourse, 

attributing the genesis of the crisis to the illegitimate attempt of reason to provide all-

encompassing blueprints for human progress. The grand narratives of gradual human 

progress, rooted in Enlightenment theories of reason and freedom, are criticized as 

outcomes of a modern approach to legitimation, imposing totalizing narratives that 

emphasize certain scientific and political practices as legitimate over others. 
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Postmodernists argue that this legitimation of reason enforces illegitimate ends and, to 

counteract these negative effects, advocates for the abandonment of both the modernity 

project and reason itself. This perspective gains strength by invoking the insights of 

Michael Foucault, who extensively explored the ways and mechanisms of exclusion and 

power that shape the production and circulation of reason, truth, knowledge, and discourse 

The contemporary cultural, civilizational, and historical context has garnered diverse 

interpretations from various contemporary thinkers. While some label it as postmodern, 

others characterize it as liquid modern, and some contend that it can still be analyzed as 

modern, given the incomplete nature of the modernity project. 

Knowledge as Commodity: Lyotard’s Perspective of  Postmodernity 

Lyotard's work, "The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge," stands out as a 

comprehensive account of postmodernity. This analysis explores the role, position, and 

status of knowledge in contemporary culture and civilization. As societies transition into 

the post-industrial age and cultures embrace postmodernity, the status of knowledge 

undergoes a profound transformation. In the contemporary world, economies are propelled 

by knowledge, where technological innovations and the rapid manipulation of ideas are 

crucial not only for profitability but for survival itself. Lyotard emphasizes a commercial 

perspective on knowledge, portraying it as a commodity consumed by individuals2. 

Knowledge is produced and valorized for exchange, marking a significant departure from 

earlier conceptions, including those of modernity. 

To elucidate the distinctions between modern and postmodern forms of knowing, Lyotard 

dissects knowledge into narratives. Narratives, encompassing everything from science to 

gossip, are grounded in explicit or implicit rules within a specific discourse, differentiating 

good from bad, right from wrong, and truth from falsity. Lyotard classifies these rules as 

metanarratives, serving as criteria to judge the legitimacy, truth, and ethics of ideas within 

a narrative. Additionally, he introduces the concept of grand narratives, considered the 

governing principles of modernity. Through their analysis, Lyotard delineates modernity 

and underscores its transition to the postmodern condition. Modernity's grand narratives 

unite various narratives and metanarratives, presenting the development of knowledge as 

progress toward universal enlightenment and freedom.  

Lyotard identifies two main forms of grand narratives: Speculative and Emancipatory. 

Speculative grand narratives chart the progress of knowledge toward systematic truth, 

constructing a system to make sense of humanity's place in the universe. Emancipatory 

grand narratives view knowledge's development as empowering humans by liberating them 

from mysticism and dogmas. The analysis of changes in the role and status of 

metanarratives and grand narratives aims to clarify the difference between modernity and 

postmodernity. Lyotard asserts that the status and nature of knowledge in postmodernity 

shatter the conception of grand narratives as claims of humanity's gradual march toward 

the discovery of systematic truth for human emancipation. The project of modernity, he 

contends, is not forgotten or forsaken but liquidated. The destruction of grand narratives, 

accompanied by the loss of the status of metanarratives, leads Lyotard to define 

postmodernity as "Incredulity towards metanarratives."3  

This change implies that perspectives guiding the progress of ideas and criteria 

systematizing knowledge no longer command the same respect they once held as integral 

parts of modern grand narratives. In altered circumstances, the organizing principle that 

remains is the criterion of efficiency and profit, forcefully supported by the global market. 

While grand narratives sought to unify all knowledge into a single system, cultures driven 

 
2 Lyotard. J. F. (1984) The postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, trans, (G. Bennington & 
B. Massumi, Trans.). Manchester: Manchester University Press, p.4 
3 Ibid, p.xxiv 



66 Contemplating Postmodernity: Perspectives On Knowledge, Reality And Social Fragmentation 
 

by the global market are content with the fragmentation of knowledge into specific 

domains, translating into increased profit. Consequently, all knowledge developments are 

dictated by the pragmatic logic of the market, overshadowing overarching conceptions of 

human good. The criteria of universalism and emancipation have yielded to the criterion of 

profit. Lyotard argues that contemporary capitalism does not constitute universal history 

but aspires to establish a world market4. 

Lyotard also contends that in postmodernity, knowledge itself becomes a commodity and 

serves as the basis of power. Knowledge, in the form of an informational commodity 

essential to productive power, is a major stake in the global competition for power. 

Research and development are funded by businesses and governments to gain an edge and 

power in the global market. The competition for power has shifted into a battle for 

knowledge, with the goal being efficiency for increased profit. The sole criterion for 

judging a narrative is its effectiveness in generating more profit, making postmodern 

society and the global market work more efficiently. A key feature of postmodernity 

highlighted by Lyotard is the global market's severance of all ties with the emancipatory 

goals of modern grand narratives. 

Hyperreality: Baudrillard's Critique of Postmodern Society 

Another significant feature, as argued by postmodern thinker Jean Baudrillard, is the loss 

of contact with reality due to recent developments in the economic sphere and information 

technology. Baudrillard asserts that postmodern societies have transitioned from a focus on 

producing tangible goods to generating images of these objects, referred to as simulacra. In 

these societies, the boundary between real-life experiences and simulations has become so 

obscured that distinguishing between them poses a considerable challenge. Media outlets, 

including newspapers and news channels, present events from TV serials as genuine 

happenings, underscoring Baudrillard's notion of hyperreality, wherein simulations are 

deemed more authentic than reality itself. In this postmodern landscape, the distinction 

between signs and objects fades away, replaced by a dominance of simulation and the 

hyperreal. When individuals desire and purchase commodities, they are not merely 

acquiring tangible items; rather, they invest in the signs, images, and associated identities 

linked to these products. In this consumer-driven society, the act of purchase goes beyond 

fulfilling practical needs; it involves buying into brands, images, and lifestyle identities. 

While needs can be met by a specific object, desires remain insatiable, perpetuating the 

dynamic forces at play in postmodern society, according to Baudrillard. 

To comprehend the generation and manipulation of excessive desire, one must reflect on 

the advertisements continually broadcasted in the media. This method of fostering desire 

demonstrates how the pervasive nature of advertisements eradicates reality, reshaping both 

its essence and portrayal. In the era of postmodernity, images, and simulations not only 

become more immediate and seemingly authentic but also more alluring and desirable. 

Rather than merely serving as producers of simulations, contemporary society transforms 

into the product itself. Consequently, there is a shift from reality to hyperreality. 

It is crucial to emphasize that hyperreality does not denote unreality; instead, it signifies a 

culture where the imaginative constructs of media and information technologies surpass the 

authenticity of natural or spiritual realities. Using Disneyland as an illustration, Baudrillard 

argues that its purpose is to mask the diminishing authenticity of reality in America. Within 

American society, genuine access to reality has waned, leaving behind a play of simulations 

that form the enticing code of hyperreality. Disneyland operates as a tool to camouflage the 

fantastical nature of everyday life, akin to the role played by prisons5. Prisons function to 

deceive individuals outside their confines into believing they are free. In the contemporary 

 
4 Lyotard. J. F. (1988) The Differend: Phareses in Dispute, (G. Van Abeele, Trans.). Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, p. 179 
5 Baudrillard. J. (1983) Simulations, (P. Foss, P. Patton, & P. Beitchman, Trans.). New York, p. 25 
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world, nearly everything is intertwined with fantasy, while reality, truth, and freedom are 

crafted and disseminated by media conglomerates controlled by multinational entities. 

In the introduction to Baudrillard's "The Gulf War Did Not Take Place," a pivotal moment 

sheds light on the relationship between reporting and hyperreality. Baudrillard observes 

that the media not only promotes the war but is reciprocally promoted by it, while 

advertising competes with the war, transforming global conflicts into consumable 

substances6. Multiple media channels vie for the quickest access to the most spectacular 

images and stories, saturating coverage with an abundance of commentaries, discussions, 

arguments, and images that overshadow the truth and reality of the war. Baudrillard argues 

that the ubiquity of advertising turns the war into a commodity, making it nearly impossible 

for individuals hypnotized by simulations to grasp a genuine understanding of the events, 

as they engage with and live in the hyperreal. Baudrillard finds this aspect particularly 

disturbing, noting that the hyperreal transcends the realm of good and evil, existing solely 

in terms of its performativity—how well it works.  

Bauman's Liquid Modernity: Consumer Culture and Fragmented Identities 

Zygmunt Bauman asserts that contemporary culture is dominated by consumerism. 

However, he introduces the term "liquid modernity" to describe present-day reality, which 

contrasts with the "postmodernity" label used by other scholars. Bauman distinguishes 

between "solid modernity" and "liquid modernity," with the former representing the phase 

described as modernity by postmodern thinkers. 

According to Bauman, traditional society exhibited greater coherence, with activities and 

knowledge fully integrated into everyday life. Individuals were not mere inhabitants of their 

world but deeply connected to it, considering societal norms as natural as facts of nature. 

In contrast, modernity is characterized by inherent disorderliness, with no fixed state but 

rather an ongoing process of modernization. Despite its attempts to predict the future and 

establish order, modernity remains ambivalent, seeking permanence in a world marked by 

contingencies. 

Bauman argues that solid modernity has been ambivalent since its inception, striving for a 

new form of stability amidst a constantly changing landscape. The concept of liquid 

modernity emerges as solid modernity grapples with its own ambivalence. Bauman 

contends that liquid modernity represents a self-aware phase of solid modernity, where the 

latter acknowledges its inherent impossibility and consciously sheds its previously 

unconscious behaviors7. 

Solid modernity, characterized by a quest for order amidst increasing disorder, has 

gradually transitioned into liquid modernity. In this fluid state, there is no ultimate or 

perfect societal model to adhere to. Individuals experience life within an increasingly 

deregulated and flexible world, where changes and voices abound without clear standards 

of superiority among them. 

Society has shifted from a structured framework, where identity was largely predetermined 

by factors such as social class, gender, and ethnicity, towards one where individuality takes 

precedence. In liquid modernity, identity is always evolving and is largely shaped by 

consumption. Consequently, changing one's identity becomes a necessity rather than a mere 

possibility. 

Bauman illustrates the differences between solid and liquid modernity by highlighting the 

decline of job security over time8. Previously, a significant portion of the working 

population enjoyed secure employment with welfare and pension benefits. However, in the 

 
6 Baudrillard. J. (1995) The Gulf of War Did Not Take Place, (P. Patton, Trans.) Sydney: Power, p.31 
7 Bauman, Z. (1991) Modernity and Ambivalence, Cambridge: Polity Press, p. 272 
8 Bauman, Z. A Europe of Stranger. Retrieved from http://www.Europesynthis.org, 7 

http://www.europesynthis.org/
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present era, the majority of new jobs are part-time, temporary, and lack benefits, 

contributing to widespread feelings of insecurity. 

Moreover, the fragility of neighborhoods, rapid changes in lifestyle trends, and the 

fluctuating market value of skills further exacerbate feelings of uncertainty. Thus, in the 

context of liquid modernity, while freedom and flexibility are maximized, security is 

diminished compared to the solidity of the past. 

In the realm of liquid modernity, individuals navigate lives characterized by ceaseless flux 

and change. Unlike their solid modern counterparts, who worked towards an idealized 

future, liquid moderns exist solely in the present tense. Their way of life resembles a 

rhizome—unrooted and lacking structure. Key features include constant identity 

modifications and engagement in multiple social networks. Liquid modernity favors 

palimpsest identities, where the ability to forget is considered advantageous. Consequently, 

individuals spend much of their lives rewriting themselves, with a plethora of identities to 

choose from and a reluctance to repeat the same one. 

To cope with the turbulence of existence, liquid moderns often lead parallel lives, distinct 

from one another. Similarly, their relationships are contingent and temporary, easily 

entered into and even easier to discard. Bauman notes that bonds lack holding power, and 

long-term commitments are out of fashion, reflecting the pervasive influence of consumer 

culture. In this culture of immediate gratification, the capacity for enduring commitments 

diminishes, as individuals fear that commitment will restrict them from new experiences. 

Freedom pervades the lives of liquid moderns, yet it is intertwined with various insecurities. 

The fear of commitment stems from a desire to maintain autonomy and avoid stagnation. 

Thus, while freedom is cherished, it also fosters apprehensions about stability and security. 

In their quest to alleviate the insecurities and anxieties of their lives, liquid moderns turn to 

the idea of community. However, in the fluid landscape of liquid modernity, genuine 

community is elusive. There is no solid ground upon which the conditions for community 

can be established. Despite paying lip service to togetherness, liquid moderns often secretly 

avoid genuine connection. 

Instead of seeking support from a community, liquid moderns turn to self-help manuals for 

guidance in times of need. Their yearning for togetherness manifests in unconventional 

forms, distinct from traditional communities. In liquid modernity, the concept of 

community has disintegrated, replaced by transient and disposable substitutes such as "peg 

communities," "ad-hoc communities," and "explosive communities9." 

These liquid forms of community share common characteristics of impermanence and 

superficiality. They represent fleeting moments of temporary togetherness, often revolving 

around consumable events like celebrity deaths, sporting events, or charity concerts. Liquid 

moderns find a sense of unity in consumption, feeling most connected when engaging in 

shared consumption experiences. This highlights a central feature of liquid modernity, as 

articulated by Bauman: individuals are increasingly shaped and trained as consumers first, 

and all the rest after10. While our ancestors were primarily shaped by their roles as 

producers, contemporary society prioritizes consumption, with all other aspects of life 

following suit. 

Habermas: The Incomplete Project of Modernity  

Through the scrutiny of Lyotard, Baudrillard, and Bauman, we observe a concurrent 

disruption of traditional cultural, identity, and value structures, leading to fragmentation 

 
9 Bauman, Z. 2002, In T. Blackshaw (Ed.), Interview with Zygmunt Bauman. Network: Newsletter 
of the British Sociological Association, (No. 83), 3. 
10 Bauman Z. (2004), Identity: Conversation with Benedetto Vecchi, Cambridge: Policy Press, p. 66 
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and crisis in contemporary society. This fragmentation, along with present reality, is 

depicted differently by diverse thinkers. Jürgen Habermas perceives this fragmentation as 

a deviation from the modernity project. He argues that modernity's project remains 

unfinished and advocates for its further pursuit to address contemporary societal and 

cultural disintegration. Habermas presents a defense of modernity, asserting its ongoing 

significance today. While largely concurring with postmodernists in critiquing the current 

state of affairs, Habermas opposes them by suggesting that the crisis originates not from an 

excess but from a deficit of reason11. He emphasizes reason's self-corrective capability, 

asserting that the present crisis can be resolved within the modernity framework by 

realizing its objectives and reaching a logical conclusion 

Following Max Weber and preceding him, Kant, Habermas outlines cultural modernity as 

the separation of substantive reason expressed in religion and metaphysics into three 

autonomous spheres: science, morality, and art. Since the eighteenth century, issues 

inherited from older worldviews have been reorganized under specific aspects of validity: 

truth, normative rightness, and beauty. These have been addressed as questions of 

knowledge, justice and morality, and taste respectively. Scientific discourse, theories of 

morality and jurisprudence, and the production and criticism of art have all been 

institutionalized. Each cultural domain corresponds to specific professions where problems 

are addressed by specialized experts. This establishes a structure of cognitive-instrumental 

rationality, moral-practical rationality, and aesthetic-expressive rationality. Each domain is 

controlled by specialists, leading to a growing gap between the culture of experts and that 

of the general population. This form of cultural rationalism poses a threat to the life-world, 

which has already seen its traditional substance devalued, potentially leading to further 

impoverishment. 

Habermas emphasizes that the enlightenment thinkers' project of modernity aimed to 

develop the three aforementioned spheres in line with their inherent logic by experts, while 

also intending to liberate the cognitive potential of each domain from its esoteric confines. 

This project sought to utilize the accumulation of specialized culture to enrich the life-

world and to rationalize everyday social life. There was hope that the arts and sciences 

would not only enable the control of natural forces but also enhance understanding of the 

world and self, thereby fostering moral progress and human well-being12. 

However, Habermas acknowledges that the current situation has dashed this optimism. 

“The differentiation of science, morality, and art has led to the autonomy of these 

specialized segments, simultaneously causing them to detach from the hermeneutics of 

everyday communication”13. 

 

Habermas contends that the present crisis stems from the colonization of the life-world by 

instrumental rationality, divorced from ethical and aesthetic considerations, particularly 

under the influence of contemporary capitalism. He argues that human reason has largely 

become instrumental, with knowledge developments valued more for their economic and 

political efficiency rather than their potential to enhance human well-being. Scientific and 

technological innovation has become an end in itself, pursued for increased efficiency 

without due consideration for its impacts on social and individual lives. Consequently, the 

 
11 Habermas. J. (1987). The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity (F. Lawrence, Trans.). 
Cambridge: Polity Press.P. 361 
12 Habermas. J. 1996). Modernity: An Unfinished Project. In M. Passerin d’entieves & S. Benhabib 
(Eds.), Habermas and the Unfinished Project of Modernity: Critical Essays on The Philosophical 
Discourse of Modernity. Cambridge: Polity Press, 45 
13 Habermass. J. (1981). Modernity versus Postmodernity. New German Critique, 22(Winter 1981), 
9 
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life-world has become disconnected from various expert cultures, leaving the common 

person unable to participate in proceedings that profoundly affect their entire existence. 

Habermas advocates for a concerted effort to combat the fragmentation and disintegration 

of social life, which he believes can only be achieved by upholding the notion of 

emancipation as a means of reconciling the various language games that constitute a 

culture. In this regard, he views the project of modernity as incomplete. For him, the 

solution does not entail abandoning modernity's project; rather, it involves striving for its 

fulfillment, ensuring that all three spheres of reason—instrumental, ethical, and aesthetic—

contribute to enriching the lives of individuals and the hermeneutics of everyday 

communication. This goal can only be realized if all spheres indeed enhance the life-world 

rather than further dividing it. 

Conclusion: In conclusion, the perspectives of Lyotard, Baudrillard, Bauman, and 

Habermas collectively highlight the multifaceted nature of postmodernity and its impact on 

contemporary society. From the commodification of knowledge to the loss of contact with 

reality and the rise of consumer culture and fragmented identities, these thinkers provide 

valuable insights into the challenges facing modern society. However, amidst these 

challenges, Habermas offers a ray of hope by advocating for the completion of the 

modernity project. By embracing the ideals of emancipation and ensuring that all spheres 

of reason enrich the life-world, it may be possible to overcome the fragmentation and 

disintegration of social life and steer society towards a more cohesive and fulfilling future. 

Thus, while postmodernity presents formidable challenges, it also offers opportunities for 

reflection, critique, and transformation, ultimately shaping the trajectory of society in the 

21st century and beyond. 
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