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as defined by Wikipedia

Pogmodenism describes atype of intellectud thoughttha is often conddered a
critiqueof (or reaction to) modenism. As acritical term pogmodenism was passing out
of fashion by 1996,as its early proponet Hal Foder noted in his book The Return of the
Real.

Pogmodenity, ontheothe hand, is a separate term tha describes the soda or
cultural implicationsof pogmodenism. Podmodenism has been extremely controversia
and difficult to defineamong scholars, intellectuds, and historiansas it connoes to many
the hotly debaed ideatha themodern historical period has passed. Neverthd ess, mog
agree that podmodern ideas have had a major impact on philosophy, art, critica theory,
literature, architecture, interpretation of history, and culture since thelate 20th century.
Theterm defies easy ddfinition, butgenerally comprises thefollowing core idedls:

¥ A continud skepticism towardstheideas and ideals of themoden era, especially
theideas of progress, objectivity, reason, certainty & persond identity, and grand
narative in general (see Counter-Enlightenment)

¥ Thebdief tha all communicationis shgped by cultural bias, myth, metaphor, and
political content. (see Cultural relativism)

¥ Theassertiontha meaning and experience can only be created by theindividud,
and cannotbe made objective by an author or narrator. (see Existentialism)

¥ Parody, satire, self-reference, and wit. (see No hugging, nolearning)

¥ Acceptance of amass mediadominated sodety in which there isnoorigindity,
but only copies of wha has been donebefore. (see late capitalism)

Globdization, a culturally pluraistic and profoundy interconnected globd sodety
lacking any single dominant center of political power, communication, or intellectud
produdion. Ingead, theworld is moving towards decentralization in all types of globd
Processes.



" Pogmodernism” and Photoshop
By Lev Manovich

New media objects are rarely created completely from scratch; usudly they are
assembled from ready-made parts. Put differently, in computer culture authentic creation
has been replaced by selectionfromamenu. In the process of creating anew media
object, thedesigne selects from libraries of 3D modds and texture maps soundsand
behaviors, backgroundimages and buttons filtersand trangtions Every authoring and
editing software comes with such libraries. In addition, both software manufacturers and
third paties sell separate collectionswhich work as "plug-ins™ i.e. they appear as
additiond commandsand ready-to- use media elements unde software's menus The
Web provides afurther source of plug-insand media e ements, with numerous
collections available for free.

While computer software "nauralizes' themodd of authorship as selectionfrom
libraries of pre-defined objects, we can already find this modd at work with old media,
such as magic lantern slides shows. Asfilm historian Charles Musser pointsout, in
contrast to modan cinemawhere the authorship extendsfrom pre-produdionto pod-

produdion but does notcover exhibition (i.e., thetheatrical presentation of afilmis
completely standadized and does notinvolve making creative decisions, in magic
lantern dide shows the exhibition was a highly cregtive act. The magic lantern
exhibitionea wasin fact an artist who skillfully arranged a presentation of dides which
hebought fromthedistributors. Thisis a perfect example of authorship as selection: an
author puts together an object fromthe elements which sheherself did not create. The
creative energy of theauthorgoesinto selection and sequendng of elements, rather than
into their origind design.

Althoughnot all moden media artsfollow this authorship modd, the
techndogical logic of andog media strongly supportsit. Stored usng indugrialy
manufactured materials such as film stock or magnetic tape, media elements can be more
easly copied, isolated and assembled in new combinaions In addition, variousmedia
manipulation machines, such as ataperecorder and afilm dicer, make the opeationsof
selectionand combinaion easier to perform. In parallel, we withess the development of
archives of variousmedia which enable the authors to draw onalready existing media
elements rather than always having to record new elements themselves. For ingance, in
the 1930sGerman phobjourndist Dr. Otto Bettmann started what |atter became known
astheBettmann Archive; at thetime of its acquisition by Bill Gates's Corbis Corporation
in 1995 it contained 16 million phoographs induding some of mog frequently used
images of this century. Similar archives were created for film and audio media. Using
"stock" phobgraphs movie clipsand audio recording become the standad practice of
modean media produdion.

To summarize: the practice of putting togeher amedia object from already
existing and commercially distributed media elements already existed with old media,
but new media technology furthe standardizesit and makesit much easier to peform.
What before involved scissors and glue now involves smply clicking on*cut' and
"paste.” And, by encoding the opeaationsof selection and combinationinto thevery



interfaces of authoring and editing software, new media "legitimizes' them. Pulling
elements from daabases and libraries becomes the default; creatingthem from scratch
becomes an exception. The Web acts as a pafect materialization of thislogic. It isone
gigantic library of graphics, phobgraphs video, audio, design layouts, software code
andtexts, and each andevery elementisfree since it can besaved to auser's computer
with asingle mouse click.

It isnotaccidental tha thedevelopment of the GUI [Graphical User Interface],
which legitimized "cut and paste” logic as well as media manipulation software such as
Photoshop,itself popuarizing theplug-in architecture, took place during the 1980s-the
same decadewhen contemporary culture became "pog-modean.” In evoking thisterm |
follow Fredric Jameson'susage of pos-modeanism as "a periodizing concept whose
fundionisto cormrelate the emergence of new formal featuresin culture with the
emergence of anew typeof sodal life andanew economic orde." Asit became
appaent by theearly 1980sfor critics such as Jameson, culture no longe tried to "make
it new." Rather, endless recycling and quaing of the past media content, artistic styles
and forms became the new "internationd style" and the new cultural logic of moden
sodety. Rather than assembling more media recordingsof reality, cultureisnow busy re-
working, recombining and andyzing theaready accumulated media material. Invoking
the metaphor of Plato'scave, Jamesonwrites tha pog-moden cultural produdioncan
nolonge look directly outof its eyes a thereal word butmug, asin Plato'scave, trace
its mental images of theworld onits confining walls."

In my view, this new cultural conditionfoundits perfect reflectionin the
emerging computer software of the 1980swhich privileged the selectionfrom already
existing media el ements over creatingthem from scratch. And at thesametime, to large
extent it is this software which made pog-modenism possible. The shift of all cultural
produdionto first electronic tools such as switchers and DVEs (19809 and then to

computer-based tools (19903 greatly eased the practice of relying on old media content
in creating new produdions It also madethe media universe much more self-referential,
because when all media objects are designed, stored and distributed usng asingle
machine--the computer-- it becomes much easier to borrow elements from already
existing objects. Here agan the Web became theperfect expression of thislogic, since

new Web pages are routindy created by copying and modifying already existing Web
pages. This applies both for home users creating their home pages and for professiond
Web, hypemedia, and game development companies.

+++
This essay is excerpted fromtheforthcoming book"TheLanguageof New Media' (MIT
Press, Fall 2000.



