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Jean-FrançoisLyotard’sextraordinaryexhibitionLes Immatériaux was a com-
plex,excitingculturalmanifestation,andeven30yearslateritisnothard
torecallthespecial,joyfulandintenseatmospherethatsurroundedthe
exhibition.Onceitopened,thelargegalleryonthefifthflooroftheCentre
Pompidouwastransformedintoalaboratorythatinvitedmuseumvisitorsto
experiencethearts,technologyandphilosophyassomethingtangibleand
corporal,yetalsoashighlyintellectualandambiguous.Enteringthedark
labyrinthpre-organisedbythephilosopher,onecouldnothelpbutdecon-
structandreconstructafragmentedlessononphilosophy.Foramoment,
philosophyjoinedthepublicsphereonsurprisinglyphilosophicalpremises.

Ofcourse,thisexhibitionexperiencewentbeyondordinaryphilosophy
teaching.Les Immatériaux wasconceivedforneitheramateurnorprofes-
sionalphilosophers,butfortheCentrePompidou’sbroad,generalpublic.
Nevertheless,thephilosophicalagendawasquiteobvious.Lyotardhadjust
publishedLe Differend, a bookofphilosophywhich,heclaimed,espoused
the “philosophy of sentences” upon which Les Immatériaux wasbuilt.The
exhibition’sconcretecompositionalsoresteduponalinguisticinfrastructure
–onthecommunicationmodeloflinguisticpragmatics–whichagainwasa
meansofcreatingaWittgensteinianplaygroundforvariouslinguisticfamilies
andenunciationinstances,themselvesincompatibleandlackingacommon
meta-languagethatmightsummariseandarticulatethemasawhole.Lyotard
chosefivewordstocreatezonesofinquiryandphysicalarrangement:
“maternity” (maternité),correspondingtothefunctionofthesender;“material” 
(matériel),correspondingtotheinstanceofthereceiver;“material” (matériau),
correspondingtothesupportofthemessage(thehardwarethatmovesthe
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message);“matrix” (matrice), correspondingtothecodeofthemessage;and
“matter” (matière), correspondingtothereferent(whatitisabout).Eachword
focusedonadiversityofquestions:“Fromwhere?”,“Towhere?”,“How?”,
“Bymeansofwhat?”,and“Concerningwhat?”Onthebasiclevelofsenders,
receiversandcodes,theentireexhibitionwasdirectlyengagedinthestudyof
media,questioningmaninhisrelationshipoftroubledauthortothematerials
ofthetechnological,postmodernworld.

Inthesamespirit,Kantianconceptsimplicitlyinformthe“sites”,which
shouldbeconsideredasparticular,autonomousspaces,somethingmore
(orless)thanmerestopsonaone-wayjourneythroughtheexhibition.How
thesiteswereorganisedwasreminiscentofthelandscapeormappingthat
LyotardlikedtodrawwhenitcametoKantandthethirdCritique(theCritique 
of Judgement),insofarasreflectivejudgementembodiesthecriticalactivity
itself,anactivityofestablishingrulesfordifferentandspecificusesofreason
incommensurablewithoneanother,andthereforedemandingarigorous
demarcationoftheirrespectiverealmsofvalidity.

SuchtracesofLyotard’shorizonsofthoughtmightinfactbesaidtofunction
as the transcendentaux of Les Immatériaux.Theexhibiteditemsandsites
wouldthenseemtobepermeatedbytwokindsofimmateriality:oneata
technologicallevel,pointingtotheimmaterialstheyaremadeof(whichalso
includestheinventivescientificmind);oneatamorephilosophical,con-
ceptual level of transcendentals, pointingtoLyotard’sideaaboutthem–or,
moreprecisely,hisstagingofthem.BeingoneoftheoriginalfeaturesofLes 
Immatériaux,thisdualityremainsasubjectofinquirywhenrevisitingthe
exhibitionsomanyyearslater.Howwerethinkingandexhibiting,philosophy
andexhibitionspaceactuallybroughttogether?Howcouldthinkingand
exhibitingpossiblymeetonanequalfooting?Howcouldoneexhibit
thinkingatall?“Thinking”apparentlyseemstopassthrough“exhibiting”in
amovementfrominsideout,anddoesnotinformtheexhibitionfromthe
outsidein.Theorganisers’aimwasnottobepedagogical,buthighlyexper-
imental;theydemandedanintellectualeffortonthepartofthevisitors.Even
thoughthevisitorswerenotmeanttobephilosophers,theirsensoryand
intellectualinvolvementwasrequired.Buthowdidthinkingandreflection,
asspecificallymental,immaterialactivities,andjoin“theimmaterials”of
theexhibition?Andhowshouldweunderstandtheonlydiscoursethatwas
explicitlyassumedbytheorganisers,whichpointedtowardsachanging
conditionofsocietyassuch,presentingtheexhibitionas“postmodern
dramaturgy”?1 

1 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,“LesImmatériaux.UnentretienavecJean-FrancoisLyotard”
(withJacquesSaurandPhilippeBidaine),CNAC Magazine, no.26,1985,p.13.Also,in
theopeningwordsoftheexhibitioncatalogue,thedirectoroftheCentreGeorges
Pompidou,JeanMaheu,evokedthe“dramaturgy”ofa“changingepoch”whilespeaking
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InaddressingthesequestionsIproposetodiscussmorethoroughlyhowthe
almosthiddenphilosophical(transcendental)frameworkofLes Immatériaux 
wasactivated–orevenperformed–asanexhibition,revisiting“thepost-
modern”inparticularasamajorissue.Consideringthemanyattempts
Lyotardmadeafterthepublicationofhis1979The Postmodern Condition 
toexplainandspecifywhathehadintendedbylaunchingthedebate,the
exhibitioncouldbeseenastakingpartinanongoinganamnesisofthepost-
modern.Fromthatperspective,Les Immatériaux concerns the issue of what 
hadkeptbeingforgotteninthedebateonthepostmodern.

 The Transcendentals of Les Immatériaux
Whiletheterm“transcendental”mayappearinaccurate,itismorethan
anamusingplayonwordsthatmakes“transcendentaux”rhymewith
“Immatériaux”;itis,onceagain,ahintatLyotard’ssignature.Duringthe1980s,
hehadcommittedhimselftoaclosereadingofKant.BothinLe Differend and
athisweeklyseminaratParisVIII,LyotardinsistedoninterpretingtheKantian
projectbackwards,almostwordforword,startingfromthethirdCritique. And
thisre-readingofKant,atitsverysource,wasnotonlyamatterofaesthetics
–eventhoughLyotard’sinterestinthesublimemightinitiallyhavepushed
himtoundertakeit.Rather,Lyotardwascaptivatedbythedestabilizingeffect
ofthethird Critique,and byKant’scourageinreopeninghiscriticalproject,
re-examining,problematisingandclarifyingthefragilefoundationofwhathe
hadpreviouslyachievedbyestablishingandseparating,backtoback,thetwo
majorfacultiesofman:understandingandreason.Becauseatthebottomof
cognitivereasonandpracticalreason,Kantrehabilitatedreflectivejudgement,
die reflektierende Urteilskraft.Thisrathercomplicateduseofreason,which
lacksanyjurisdictionpriortoitsproceedings,thushastoestablish,afterwards
(après-coup),itsownrules,reflexivelyineachparticularcase.

LyotardinsistsonmeetingKantinthisvulnerable,exposed–exhibited–
position,inwhichthedeterminingjudgementfinallyhastostepaside,rec-
ognisingthatitowesitssoliditytoananterioractivityofthemind,namely
thereflectivejudgement,whichcannotclaimthesamelegitimacy,because
ithastoproceedwithoutconcepts.Logicisnotanoptionhere,whichis
whyreflectivejudgementhastobededucedinanaestheticcontext,asit
isgroundedonafeelingonly,thefeelingoftherightadjustmentbetween
imaginationandreason.Ofcourse,therewouldbenophilosophywithout
concepts.AsAdornostatedinNegative Dialectics, “thinkingisidentifying”.2 It is 
impossibletothinkwithoutconcepts,andphilosophicalconceptsnecessarily

about“postmodernity”.SeeAlbum et Inventaire (Paris:EditionsduCentreGeorges
Pompidou,1985),p.3.

2 TheodorW.Adorno,Negative Dialektik (FrankfurtamMain:Suhrkamp,1966),p.17.
(“Denkenheißtidentifizieren.”)
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subsumetheparticularbymeansofuniversalcategories.Butfollowingthe
verysamecommitmentasthatofAdorno,Lyotarddedicateshisthinkingto
whatdoesnotdisappearintheconceptwithoutleavingtracesofresistance.
Hewantstobearwitnesstowhathecalls“theunpresentable”or“thefigural”,
justasAdornospokeabout“thenon-identical”.3So,ifthinkingessentially
equalsidentifyinganddeterminingconceptualthinking,thenon-determinable
shouldneverthelessbethehorizonofphilosophy,itsinstigationandsecret
aim.Withtheirpolyphonicandheterogeneousspace,“theImmaterials”offer
asimilarspringboardforexperimentationontheveryedgeoftheexhibition’s
conceptualentries,andaredesignedtomakevisitorssensitivewithoutgetting
themcaughtinstigmatisingconceptualisation.Atthesameinstantthatwe
areinvitedtoapproachwhatanexhibitedobjectmightrepresent,signifyor
challengeas“immaterial”,bymarkingitconceptually,theconceptualising
activityofourmindsshouldsomehowbemarkednegativelybytheaffects
thatitcauses.

ForLyotard,alltheKantiannegativedeterminationsoftheaesthetic
judgementoftaste–beingwithoutinterest,proceedingwithoutconcepts,
havingnootheraimthanitsownpurelyformalfinality“withoutpurpose”–
standasanentryintotherealmofphilosophyas such;theyhavetodowith
theconditionsofpossibilityforcriticalthinking.ThisisalsowhyLyotardwas
alwaysemphasisingthetranscendentallevelofKant’scriticisminsteadof
dismissingit.Byexploringthelimitsandconditionsofknowledgeandreason,
Kantcertainlydealswiththeconditionsofpossibility,whichareapriorito
anyempiricalreality;buthedoesso,notinordertoescapereality,butrather
inordertograspthoseunpresentable–thusimmaterial–mentalstructures
whichmakethinkingpossible.

Les Immatériauxsimultaneouslyexhibitsandbuildsuponsuchatran-
scendentalframework.TheKantianhorizonservesasmorethanjustan
externalframeofreferencetowardstheexhibition:withLes Immatériaux, 
rather,Kantbecomesoperational.Underthetranscendentalauthorityof
reflectivejudgement,Kantianconceptssuchasthesublimeandthesensus 
communis migrate into the organisation of Les Immatériauxandworkthere
asakindoftranscendentaux.Les Immatériaux doesnotpresentadisplayof
artworksandotherobjectsaccompaniedbysomephilosophicalexplanation.
Itwouldbetruertoarguethatitembracesatranscendentaldramaturgy,
outliningtheconditionsofpossibilityinordertogeneratesensationsinthe
spectator.Theaimistoactivateasenseofawarenessofthatwhichisnot
yetdefined,orthatisevenundefinable.Itisamatterofcreatingreactions,
ofgeneratingintellectualandemotionalattention.Les Immatériaux was 
philosophicalinatrulyexperimentalway,lessbecauseaphilosopher
exhibitedhisphilosophythanbecausetheexhibitionaimedatmakingmental

3 Ibid.,p.152.
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activitypossibleamongthosewhowalkeddownthelabyrinthontheirown,
simultaneouslytransformingtheexhibitionintotheinterfaceoftheirrandom
walking.

Pursuingtheideaofthisintimaterelationshipbetweenthinkingand
exhibiting,itwouldnotbewrongtosaythatLes Immatériauxwaswell-situ-
atedatthefifthflooroftheCentrePompidou,whichwasnormallydevoted
totemporaryartexhibitions;fortheexhibitionwaspreciselyanartwork,a
Gesamtkunstwerk.4Theexhibiteditemsderivedfromallpossibledomainsof
knowledgeandeverydaylife.Besidestheartworks–amongothers,those
emblematicofGiovanniAnselmo,MarcelDuchamp,DanFlavin,YvesKlein,
JosephKosuth,FrançoisMorellet,PhilippeThomasandAndyWarhol–visitors
metadiverserangeoftechnologicalandscientificdocumentationandobjects:
musicalscores,architecturaldrawings,projectionsofphotosandfilms,music
videos,robots,andalmostfuturistichigh-techdevicesthatweretheprecursor
ofinteractivecommunication,anticipatingtoday’ssocialmedia–especially
inthesectioncalled“Épreuvesd’écriture”,whichwasdisplayingacomputer-
mediateddiscussionamong26participants(includingJacquesDerrida,Daniel
BurenandMichelButor)of50termsproposedbyLyotard.Les Immatériauxhad
indeedlittletodowithtraditionalorevenadvancedartexhibitions,nordid
theorganisersadoptadocumentaryformat.Theexhibitionwasnonetheless
allthatatthesametime:documentaland artistic and almost an amusement 
parkwherethespectatorcouldtrydifferentattractions.Thishybridisationof
theexhibitiongenrecontributedtocreatingablurringeffect,anuncomfort-
ableunreadabilitythatalmostcertainlycharacterisesallart.

Itmightalsobeatthisgloballevelthattheconceptof“thesublime”makes
sense.ThesublimedidnotprimarilyworkasathematicguidelineforLes 
Immatériaux,norasanart-historicalreference,butataperformativelevel;
andlikeallperformances,thisagainpointstothevisitor,whowassolicited
byhersensesinatroublingwaythatonemightcomparetothesublimeand
itstwofoldstructureofpleasureanddispleasure.Theiconicworksofartthat
wereexhibited–eventhosebyJacquesMonoryandMarcelDuchamp,about
whomLyotardwroteextensively–werenotchosenfortheirpossibleaes-
theticdialoguewiththesublime.Somewhatsurprisingly,Lyotardstressedthat
Duchamp’saestheticshadnothingtodowiththesublimethatitleftbehind.5 
Thesublimeinsteadconcernstheexhibitionasawhole,andhastodowith
itsgeneralopacityandresistancetobeingperceivedinasimpleway.Ifthe
exhibitionwasinfactdifficulttoread,todecipher,itwaspartlyduetoitsfluid
andimmaterialorganisationofspace,bymeansofwhichhumanperception

4 Lyotard,interviewedbyBernardBlistène,confirmedhisartisticambitionwiththe
exhibition:“I’mparticularlyconcernedwithturningtheexhibitionitselfintoaworkof
art.”“LesImmatériaux:AConversationwithJean-FrançoisLyotard”,Flash Art, no.121,
March1985,p.8.

5 Ibid.,p.2.
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cameunderpressure.Thisdisruptionofperceptionmadeitpossible,however,
forthevisitortoexperience–perhapsevenjoyfully–somethingatthevery
levelofbodilyperception,withoutreallybecomingreadableintermsofsign,
senseandsignification.

Thus,perceptionwasdeliberatelymadeproblematic,interestingandshifting;
itdependedonhowthedifferentsitesaddresseddifferentsenses,intensified
bythesoundtrack.Onemajortoolforcreatingpotentiallysublimeexperiences
wasthegreymetalliccurtains.Enablingafluidandimmaterialorganisation
ofspace,thepartitionmaterialchallengedtraditionalwaysofdefiningthings.
Suspendedfromtheceilingtothefloor,theseunsteady,woven,thinmetallic
wallscreatedablockedtransparency,moreorlessopaque,accordingtothe
lighting.Infactthevarietyofwaysinwhichthecurtainswerelitallowedthe
distanceofthegazetovary,butwithoutbeingprescriptive,sincemanyofthe
siteshadintersectionsthatallowedvisitorstowalkinanumberofdifferent
directions.

ThedramaturgicalsettingcreatedasortoftheatricalityofLes Immatériaux,but
essentiallyfromthevisitor’sperspective.Iftheexhibitionwasconceivedas
theatre–even,accordingtothefirstsiteoftheexhibition,as“Theatreofthe
non-body”–thistheatre,again,wasbasicallyconceivedasaperformancethat
engagedthevisitorinhisorherentirety.Astrikingexampleonthe“material”
trackisthatofthesite“Musiciandespitehimself”,wheremicrophones,sonars
andcomputerstranslatedeverymovementvisitorsmadeintomusic,the
soundmadeaudiblebythetransmittercircuitandheadphones.Thisset-up
alsoindicatedthattheeyeshouldnolongerbethesoleconduitofperception
intheexhibitionexperience.Intheexhibitioncatalogue,Lyotardvindicates
postmodernspace-timeasaradicallynewwayoforganisinganexhibition,
explicitlybreakingwiththetraditionalorganisationofartexhibitionsthat
accordedanexclusiveprivilegetotheeyeforcenturies.6

Inachievingthisambition,themostradicalingredientwasperhapsthe
soundtrack,whichchangedfromoneradiozonetoanotherasthevisitors
walkedaroundtheexhibitionspace.Completelyvoidofcommentariesofany
kind,thesoundtrackcontainedacousticpresences,textsbyauthorssuchas
Beckett,Artaud,Proust,Borges,MallarméandZola,butalsobytheoreticians,
philosophersandscientistslikeBarthes,Bachelard,Blanchot,Baudrillard,
VirilioandLyotardhimself–voicesthatcouldthustakepartinwhatmight
beatstakeineachspecificsite.Thetextswerereadaloudinaneutralway,
deliberatelyavoidinganyinterpretationofthewordsspoken.Thesereal,
immaterialworkswereactuallynothingbutvoices,yettheyinfactseemed
material,corporeal,likemusicenteringtheflesh,challengingthepresence
ofabsences.ThiscontextmayalsoaffordusanunderstandingofLyotard’s

6 SeeLes Immatériauxcatalogue,Album,p.19.
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increasinginterestinMalraux,towhomhedevotedaphilosophicalbiography
tenyearslater.Essentially,LyotardtriedtorethinkMalraux’soldquestion
of“thevoicesofsilence”intermsofhisownideasaboutmakingvisible,
audible,andthusthinkable,thatwhichcannotbeseen,heardorthought.That
paradoxalsoconstitutestheinnerstructureofwhatLyotardassociatedwith
theconceptofthesublime–and,accordingly,withtheattempttobearwit-
nesstotheunpresentable(atthispointheisfollowing,asnoted,Adorno).

Intheend,thereseemstobenorealconsensusaboutwhatthese
“Immaterials”shouldstandfor.Theyareindeedmadeambiguousandcon-
tradictory,withtheonlyintentiontocallforattentionandbecomein act, 
asPaulValérywouldhaveputit.“TheImmaterials”demandedthattheybe
acteduponbyvisitors.Itwasamatterofengenderingastateofmind,where
sensibility,affectionandreflectionweremobilisedinanopen,free,non-
determinedplay,notnecessarilyasanactivity,butaspurereceptiveness,
sensitiveness.Itwasamatterofbeingabletoreceivesomethingwithout
definingit.Thisopennessandindeterminationbringsusbacktoreflective
judgementand,morespecifically,tothesensus communis thatKantdeduces
inthefourthmomentofthejudgementoftaste.Lyotardinterpretsthesensus 
communis inarestrictive,purelytranscendentalway.7 Sensus communis is not 
anempiricalconsensusregardingthebeautiful;ithasnothingtodowitha
sharedcommunity,butpointstoasign–oratestimony,orapromise–of
compatibilitybetweenthefacultieswithineachsubject.Whatmakessense 
here isthemerecapacitytothinkreflexively,whichcanonlybeconsidered
afterwards,asemphasisedagainandagainbyLyotard.

Thiscomplicatedconceptthuspointstoaself-reflexivity,causedbytheaes-
theticshockthatcanonlyeverbeexperiencedindividually.Beitstudents
ofLyotard,regularmuseumvisitorsorrandomvisitorsofanybackground,
thetaskisthesame.Les Immatériauxwasmeanttoencouragethisspecific
kindofreflection,asortofintellectualsensibility,orsensibleintellectuality,
towardstheseheterogeneouslyexhibitedobjectsthatmightperhaps,not
inthemselves,butthankstotheircomplexstaging,inspireafeelingof
uncertainty;anuncertaintyabouttheaimoftechnologicaldevelopments,and
anuncertaintyabouttheidentityofthehumanindividual.Itisatprecisely
thispointthattheissueofthepostmodernarisesasachallengethatjustifies
takingacloserlookattherathercomplicatedphilosophicalagendaassumed
bythepostmoderninLyotard.

7 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,“SensusCommunis,”Le cahier du collège international de 
philosophie, no.3(1987),p.71–74,andLyotard,Leçons sur l’analytique du sublime (Paris:
Galilée,1991),p.31–33.
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Les Immatériaux: an Exhibition of Postmodernity?
Ontheonehand,postmodernityhappenedtobetheonlydiscursiveelement
thatinformedtheexhibitionthematically,givingitastrongsymbolicvalue.
Ontheotherhand,postmodernitywasnotexhibitedinanyrepresentative
way.Tobesure,themayorofParis,JacquesChirac,hadturneddownPres-
identFrançoisMitterrand’srequestthatPariscelebratethebicentennialofthe
FrenchRevolutionwithauniversalexhibition,whichiswhyLes Immatériaux 
canbeseenasanironiccommenttobothpoliticians;inotherwords,asa
sortofuniversalexpositionofpostmodernity.Anticipatingtheexhibitionthat
wouldnottakeplacein1989,ontheotherhand,Les Immatériauxindirectly
becamethesymboloftheendofuniversalexhibitionsandasymboloftheir
impossibility.

Nonetheless,thegeneralquestionabouthowtherelationshipbetweenman
andnature,ormaterials,was“affectedbytherevivalofnewtechnologies”
wasindeed,fromtheverybeginning,subjecttoapostmodernframing.Inan
interviewLyotardgaveonLes Immatériaux whentheexhibitionwasstillbeing
planned,heclearlystatesthattheentireexhibitionwasmeanttoaddress
our“anxietyaboutthepostmoderncondition”.8Andhisreplytothequestion
aboutwhatpostmodernismcould“finally”besaidtobeconfirmshiscommit-
menttothatquestion:“Mywork,infact,isdirectedtofindingoutwhatthatis,
butIstilldon’tknow.Thisisadiscussionthat’sonlyjustbeginning.It ’stheway
itwasfortheAgeofEnlightenment:thediscussionwillbeabandonedbeforeit
everreachesaconclusion”.9

Thisremarkisratherprophetic,thequestionofthepostmodernhaving
probablyalreadycausedLyotardmoretroublethanphilosophicalscrutiny,
andhewouldindeedultimatelyhavetoabandonthepostmodernbefore
comingtotermswithit.Still,itisworthnotinghowLyotard’sattachment
tothepostmodernwasheavilyinscribedintheinitialideasunderlyingthe
exhibition.Les Immatériaux somehow elaborates onthepostmodern.Indeed,
thepostmodernmightevenrefertothe“missingsignified”for“theentiretyof
theexhibition”.10Atanyrate,itisinavocabularywhichcombinesthepost-
modernandthesublimethatLyotardconnectsLes Immatériaux to the “chagrin 
thatsurroundstheendofthemodernageaswellasthefeelingofjubilation
that’sconnectedwiththeappearanceofsomethingnew”.11

ThesecommentsrecallthephilosophicalworkthatLyotardcalledanamnesis, 
atermhehadborrowedfromFreudandmadeuseoftodescribesituations

8 “LesImmatériaux:AConversationwithJean-FrançoisLyotard,”(withBernardBlistène)
Flash Art, no.121 (March 1985),p.10.

9 Ibid.
10 Ibid.
11 Ibid.
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inwhichthephilosophicalcommunitywasaffectedbydiscomfortingfeelings.
His1988bookonHeidegger(Heidegger and “the Jews” ), forexample,was
presentedasananamnesis,bymeansofwhichLyotarddismissedthebad
alternativebetween“accusations”and“apology”thatcharacterisedthe
vehementFrenchHeideggerdebateatthattime.Howcouldathoughtdevoted
entirelytothethemeofoblivion,theoblivionofbeing,forgetandkeepsilent
aboutrelegatingawholepeopletooblivion?Somethingnon-forgettableis
forgotten,overandoveragain.EventhoughtheHeideggerdisciplesalready
knew,eventhoughtheywereawareoftheproblemofNazisminHeidegger,
adisquietingfeelingremained,andLyotardinsistedonthatdisquietudeas
fundamental.Thepostmoderndebatemighthaveneededasimilartreatment,
akindofanamnesis,elaboratingonwhathadgonewronginthatdebate–that
istosay,whatkeptbeingforgotten.

The publication of The Postmodern Conditionin1979madeLyotardworld-
famousandmanypeoplebeganreadinghimatthisparticularpoint;which
is somewhat ironic given that The Postmodern Condition happens to be the 
leastrepresentativeofhisworks.Postmodernismcanlikewisebeconsid-
eredanevent.Somethingnewhadfinallyhappenedwithinphilosophyand
thehumanities–not,ofcourse,withoutdissention,andthemediadidnot
hesitatetodramatisetheevent,oftenbyopposingFrenchirrationalismto
GermanfidelitytotheEnlightenment.Thebattleofpostmodernismwason.
ConsideringLyotard’sattitudetowardstheHeideggeraffair, justdrawing
thelinesofbattleshouldbeawarning.Whathadbecomeoftheevent,
philosophicallyspeaking?Preciselythefeelingthatthedebatehadfailedto
addresstheissueofthepostmodern–andfailedpainfully–demandedarein-
vestigationofthepostmodern.

Initially,thetermpostmodernaddressedthechangingstatusofknowledgein
philosophyinhighlydevelopedsocieties(thesubheadingofThe Postmodern 
Condition is A Report on Knowledge).Ontheonehand,Lyotardstressesthe
impactofinformatics(andinformationscience)onknowledge.Thecapacity
tostoreanever-increasingamountofdatanecessarilyaffectsknowledge
and,accordingly,challengescrucialnotionssuchasthoseofhistory,memory
andtime.Les Immatériaux continuedtoexplorethatperspective.Onthe
otherhand,theprovocativethesisonthedeclineofthegrandnarratives
contributedtoapostmoderndefinitionofknowledge.FromHegeltoMarx,
arecitativestructureworksatthecoreofthephilosophyofhistory,Lyotard
argues.Thediscoursesofknowledgeissuingfromthistraditionarenarratives,
because,althoughlayingclaimtoscientificstringency,theirtruthclaimsare
supportedbyanarrativewhich,scientificallyspeaking,isnotknowledgeat
all.Theysimplytella“goodstory”–thestory,forexample,abouttheprogress
ofhumanitytowardsanever-bettersociety.Whenatelos of this nature is 
hiddeninthediscourseofknowledge,thisdiscoursecanhardlygiveproof
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ofitsvalidity(asscientificknowledge)bypleadingthescientificcriteriaof
truthorfalsity.Theideaofapredestinedhumanitycannotbeproved;itis
only,asLyotardlatershowswithKant,auniversal“Idea”,inconceivabletothe
cognitivereasonofhistory.

Itisprobablyatthisfartoo“famous”pointofthegrandnarrativesthatwe
havetoremaincareful.Accordingtothedebatesonpostmodernity,the
failureofthegrandnarrativesoflegitimationbecamethewholecruxofthe
matter.How,forexample,doesoneadoptapositiontowardsthisdecline,
nowanobjectofcelebrationandaffirmation,nowanobjectoflamentation
anddepression?Focusingexclusivelyontheissueofthegrandnarratives,
thedebateinevitablydisintegratedintoopinionsandmainstreams–ina
word,intoideology–withoutmuchattentionbeingpaidtothefactthatthe
experienceofdelegitimationwasnotnew,butratherimmanentinmodernity.
When,forexample,Lyotard(againfollowingAdorno)referstothename
“Auschwitz”,hewantstopayattentiontoa“signofhistory”,whichindicates
howmuchWesternhistory–“our”history–isapparentlyinconsistentwith
themodernprojectofemancipation.Inacertainway,realhistory,atrociously
real,hasdeniedthepossibilityofahumanhistoryalready.Theradicallynew
inthepostmodernsituation,asLyotardexplainsinThe Postmodern Condition, 
wasthat,bymeansofaperformativeself-legitimisinggearing,technological
developmentandsciencehadbecomeadherenttothecritiqueofthe
philosophyofhistorytoeventuateitsfinalfall.

Thus,ifpostmodernitydoesnotrepresentanewage,butratherrepeats
essentialfeaturesofmodernity,itpointstoadifferentwayoflegitimatingthat
givesrisetoconcern,andthatconcernwasevidentlysharedbytheorganisers
of Les Immatériaux.Thewholeideaofasubtlechangewithinlegitimating
processesclearlymotivatedtheorganisationandspecificsitedesigns,insofar
astheexhibitionwasmeanttomakethevisitorexperiencenewtechnologies
inambiguousways.Fascination,uncertainty,anxiety,ifnotdisgust,are
associatedwithallthevarioussitenames:“Siteofthesecondskin”,“Siteof
theangel”,“Siteoftheblown-upbody”,“Siteoftheundiscoverablesurface”,
“Siteofthebodilesspainter”,“Siteoftheinvisibleman”,“Siteoftheshadow
ofshadow”etc.WithLes ImmatériauxLyotardimplicitlydeliversachallengeto
besensitive–andthisinanalmostauditorysense–towardssomethingthat
morethaneverissilencedbythepostmoderntechno-reality.Regardlessof
howweaddressLes Immatériaux,thepostmodernreferencekeepscropping
up,butbecomesmoreandmorecomplexandambiguous.Thatiswhywe
mustrisk,even30yearslater,ananamnesisofthepostmodern.
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Postmodernism, Postmodernity, the Postmodern: 
Which One to Choose?

Areconstructionofthepostmoderncertainlyrequiresaglobalapproach
andamoreretrospectivecross-readingofLyotard.The Postmodern Condition 
seemstopreferthesociologicalandhistoricalaspecttothephilosophical–a
pointofcontentiontowhichLyotardwasthefirsttoconcedeandtorenounce.
Insubsequentyearscorrections,addendumsandelaborationscharacterise
hisattempttodefendtheimportanceofthepostmodernquestion,torescue
it,eventhoughthetermhadalreadybeenabused.Asmentionedabove,The 
Differend,publishedin1983,containsthisoriginal“philosophyofsentences”
thatrephrasestheproblemoflegitimationthatwasatthecoreofthebook
onthepostmoderncondition.In1986Lyotardpublishedvariousessays
attemptingtooutlinetheimplicationsofthepostmodernquestioninThe 
Postmodern Explained for Children.Theprovocativetitle,itshouldbenoted,
embracesmorethanirony.Theappealtochildrenimpliesthatonlythosewho
havenotexcludedchildhood,includingitsaspectofindetermination,from
thesupposedlyself-enclosedsphereofadulthood,maycometoanunder-
standingofthepostmodern.In1988anothercollectionofessaysappearedin
The Inhuman, whichagaintakesup,thoughmoreindirectly,thepostmodern
question,thistimewithastraight-facedattackonFrenchneo-humanism.12 
WhattheseessaysshareisasharpdemarcationwherebyLyotardforbids
anyideologicalexpropriationoftheconceptofthepostmodern.Onecould
saythatheseparatesthepostmodernfrompostmodernismaswellasfrom
postmodernity.

Ontheonehand,thepostmodernisnotidenticaltopostmodernism.Post-
modernismavoidablyinfersan“-ism”,whichherepointstoatrendwithinthe
artsand–especiallyinthiscase–withinarchitecture.Architecturalpost-
modernismmaybedefinedaseclecticism–anassemblageoffragmentsof
stylefromvariousperiods.Thefinalworkofart(ofarchitecture)appears
as“quotations”fromearlierperiodsandhenceasaparadoxicalstatingof
thepresent,whichisincapableofinventinganew“grand”style.However,
acarelessuseofthepastmightruncontrarytothisexerciseofmemory,
whichLyotard,drawingonFreud,designatesanamnesis.Theanamnesis
insteadreferstoaninterminablelabourofmemoryintheactofelaborating
somethingthatispermanentlyblocked.Anamnesisseeksaninaccessiblepast.
InthissenseitmightnotbesurprisingifLyotardcondemnspostmodernism
insofaraspostmodernists,architects,rhetoriciansorothersactasifthe
pastwereaccessible;inreality,theyareonlyrepeatingdefencemech-
anismstowardsresistantmoments,whichcannotberepeatedbutaskfor

12 VictorFarias’s1987book,Heidegger, instigatedthefierceFrenchHeideggerdebate.
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“elaboration”,i.e.tobe“workedthrough”inconformitywiththeepistemology
oftheFreudianDurcharbeitung.

Ontheotherhand,thepostmodernisnotthesameaspostmodernity.The
postmoderndoesnotessentiallymarkanewepochcomingaftermodernity.
EventhoughsomeexplanationsconcerningLes Immatériaux seemtoindicate
achangeinsociety,Lyotardrefutestheideaofanepoch-makingchangeof
paradigm.Thepostmodernchangeinsteadinscribesitselfinmodernity.As
heemphasisedduringthesameperiodinthemid-1980s–specificallyinthe
important“AnsweringtheQuestion:WhatisPostmodernism?”13–thepost-
modernisnottobesituatedattheendofmodernity,butatthesourceof
modernity,whichfundamentallyrevealsthediscoveryofthe“little bit of reality 
inreality”.14Issuingfromthistradition,thepostmoderncommunicateswithan
essentialaspectofmodernity:thelackoffoundation,thelackofgrounding.

Whatareweleftwithaftergettingridofthemostprevailingbiasesofthe
postmodern?Notmuch,really.Oneofthedifficultiesofthepostmodern
probablyconsistsinitsduality.Thepostmodernseemstoconcernsystem
aswellasresistance.Abasicallydescriptiveapproachreferstotechnological
andsocialdevelopment,towhatwecouldcallsystem.Butthefeelingofa
postmodernsituationsimultaneouslymanifests,althoughmoreimplicitly,
something that resists system.Thesetwopoles,systemandresistance,are
intertwined.Forwhatthesystemcannotabsorband,therefore,excludes,the
poleofresistancetriestorestoreandelaborate.Onceagain,asinFreudian
anamnesis,elaborationhappenstobetheessenceofresistance.

Thecomplicityofthisunlikelypair–system/resistance–iscentraltograsping
thephilosophicaldepthinLyotard’spostmodern.Inarguingfortheduality
ofthepostmodern,IwilladhereinparticulartoLyotard’s1988bookThe 
Inhuman, whoseessaysoutlinetwokindsofinhumanities.And,seenfromthis
laterpointofview,thepostmodernmustbethoughtoffromanaxispassing
throughtwoessentiallydifferentinhumanities,whichwereindeedalso
addressedbyLes Immatériaux.Thefirstoneimpliesthenecessityofseeking
refugeandresistanceintheotherone.Byvirtueofthisinternaltensionthere
appearsanalmostethical,ifnotpolitical,aspectthattakesplacein,and
vitalises,thepostmodern.

13 ItisworthnotingthatthetermchosenbyLyotardintheoriginalFrenchtitlewas“post-
modern”andnot“postmodernism”:Le postmoderne expliqué aux enfants (Paris:Galilée,
1986).

14 “Réponseàlaquestion:qu’est-cequelepostmoderne”,op.cit.,p.25(“ladécouvertedu
peu de réalité delaréalité”).
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The Inhumanity of System
Thefirstinhumanitycouldbesaidtoconcernsystem.Itreferstoaninhuman
order,wheremanhappenstooccupyaminorplace.Inpost-industrialsociety
thediscrepancybetweensystemandmanhasinfactbecomemoreandmore
visible.Increasingcontrolwithinthesciencesandtechnologies,paradoxically,
hasnotresultedingreaterhumanautonomy,butratherinlossofcontrol.
Thecurrenteconomiccrisisisbutarecentexampleofthesefataldynamics.
Thepostmodernconditionasreality,assituation,actualises–inthemost
literalmeaningoftheword–acomplexificationinwhichhumankindisonly
onesubordinatedlink.15Performance,differentiationandcomplexitycoveran
inhumanconditionthatwewereonceboldenoughtocallprogressanddevel-
opment.Inthissense,Lyotardargues,system’sinhumanity,inthenameof
Progress,isabouttoberealised.

Thisaccomplishmentisindeedaquestionoftime,andisverymuchactualised
bythenewcomputertechnologiesthatweremassivelypresentin–andplaced
inquestionby–Les Immatériaux.Whatisleftwhenthestoringofdatareaches
thepointofsaturation,asksLyotard,whichisaquestionthatalsohauntsLes 
Immatériaux.Ifmemorisationapproachesamaximum,theincreasingmemory
reducesthechanceorriskthatsomethingnotyetmemorisedcanoccur.The
saturationofdatasimplymeanstheneutralisationofevents.Thefuture
subordinatesthepresent,because,whenthefutureisalreadydetermined
(memorised),thepresentlosestheprivilegeofbeingamomentthatcannot
begraspedinitself.Thetensionoftheeventissimplybrokeninthattheevent
isalwaysanoccurrencebetweena“notyet”(pas encore)ofthefutureand
an“alreadynomore”(déjà plus)ofthepast.Nothingoccurs,inthesenseof
theevent,ifeverythingisprogrammedinadvance,alreadymemorisedand
savedinthecomputerbank.Themodernproject,understoodasthebeliefin
ahumanfuturetocome,paradoxicallyendsupasaprogram,inthesenseof
programmedfuture;andthisaccomplishedfuturemustnecessarilydestroy
thelastremnantsofthehumanprojectthatsoughtfreedom.

Equally,invokingLeibniz’smonadology,Lyotardcomparescomputertimeto
thedivinemonad.16God’s“bigmonad”coincideswiththeuniverse;itiscon-
gruentwiththeuniverse,becauseeventhemostremoteandhumblecorner
fallswithinGod’sfieldofvision.Thisisthereasonwhyrealisationofthedivine
monadnecessarilycausesalossofhumanandhistoricaltime–thistime
whichpreciselyisinvestedbytheinadequacyofindividualmonadsandtheir
merelypartialknowledgeoftheuniverse.Asamonadologicalanalogy,the

15 SeeJean-FrançoisLyotard,L’inhumain(Paris:Galilée,1988),especiallythe“Avant-propos:
del’humain,”p.13,aswellasthechapterentitled“Letemps,aujourd’hui,”p.75,and78.

16 Ibid.,p.49,and71.
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postmodernconditionmightresumethemovementinwhichalltheindividual
monadsapproachthe“bigmonad”,thusbeingdissolvedinitsperfection.

The“time-saving”natureofcomputersandtheireventualdestructionof
humanhistoricaltimewasprobablyabasicideamotivatingLyotardwhenhe
firstbroughtthepostmodernsituationupfordiscussion,butalsowhenhe
sketchedouttheexhibitiondesignforLes Immatériaux.Incontradistinctionto
modernity,wherethesourceoflegitimationisdisplacedintheidealfutureto
becomepresent,postmodernityfoundsitslegitimacyuponitself,uponakind
ofself-sufficiency,asifitwerethe“bigmonad”.Postmodernitydoesnotneed
ideologies,becauseitlegitimisesitself.Itshorizondoesnotlieinthefuture,
butisherealready.Thenatureofitsgoalisself-ensuredbytheperformative
gearingofthesystem.Legitimacy,thus,isnolongeraproblem;theuniversal
projectofemancipationofmodernityisnolongerseparatedfromreality
asanIdearegulatingmoralandpoliticalactionsanddecisions.Instead,itis
immediatelyconsumedbytechnologicalexpansionitself.

ThiscollapsebetweenrealityandIdeasconfrontsphilosophywithachallenge.
ForwhenrealitynolongerdiffersfromtheIdeas,metaphysicsactually
disappearsfromtheremitofphilosophy.Thetraditionalfieldofthinking
isnowmonopolisedbyinformationsciences,becausetheysimplyrealise
metaphysics,outsidephilosophy.Metaphysics,whichoughttoassumean
idealcontentbeyondwhatisconceivable,becomesaninhumanreality,and
evenobtainstherightsoffacticity.

The Inhumanity of Resistance
Howcanthisfirstinhumanity,onewhichconstitutesachallengetophilosophy,
beresisted?Howcancriticalthinkingandanattitudethatdealswiththislogic
ofinhumandevelopmentbemaintained?Takingthesequestionsseriously,
Lyotardconcentratesonanotherinhumanityatthecoreofthehumanbeing
itself.Ifthefirstinhumanity,thesystemicone,connotesanover-humanlevel
ofcomplexification,thisotherinhumanitypointstoanontologicalaspect,to
theinnerindividual.Butnoprepositionisadequatetosituatethis“inside”,
whichisrather“under”or“behind”innerness.Somethingradicallyotherand
estrangedoccupiestheindividual.Itmightbeatthisdifficult,implacablelevel
thatthesecondaspectofthepostmoderncanprecipitateresistance.

Theseideasonthesecondinhumanitymightseemcrypticandneed,infact,to
berelatedtoLyotard’sunderstandingofchildhoodassuch–and,inparticular,
tohisinterestintheFreudianconceptof“originaryrepression”.Lyotard
refuteshumanismintheallegoricalnameofchildhood.Childhoodcannotbe
elevatedandnegatedinthedialecticalmannerofHegel’saufgehoben without 
somethingbeingleftbehind.Anuntameableandinvinciblechildhoodremains
deeplyengrainedineverygrown-up;itisthischildhoodthatannouncesthe
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inhumanitynowinquestion.Deepinhumannature–whichperhapsisnot
allthathuman,andnotallthatdeep–smouldersapain,asuffering;because
civilisedman,fromfamilytostate,hastoenduresociety’sinstitutions.
Ofcourse,anomalousbehaviourbearswitnesstosuchimmoralneedsof
escapingfromsocialconventionsandsociallife.However,literature,thearts
andphilosophy–theseactivitiesofspiritthat,paradoxically,haveobtained
institutionalstatusinoursociety–doitaswell.Lyotardinterpretsthese
domainsasvestigesofanindeterminationandachildhoodthatgrown-uplife
nevertotallyridsitselfof.

Lyotardargues,inotherwords,againstadialecticalclosingofchildhood.
Somethingdoesnotaddup.Hecallsitl’inaccordable17–“thenon-accordable”
–theabsenceofaccordance.JustaswhenhereferstoHölderlin’sRemarks 
on Oedipus (1804),sayingthatthebeginningnolongerrhymeswiththeend.
Theendisnolongerinscribedinthebeginning,asintheGreekoracle.Thus,
thedisharmoniesofmodernismreplaceclassicalharmonies.Itmightbe
accidentalthattheattentionbeingpaidtothe“non-accordable”resortstoa
vocabularyofmusic.Itis,however,infactappealingtotheear;Lyotardmakes
anappealtohearing,becausethemomentwehavetopayattentiontois
almostimmaterial,unpresentable.Itisonlyavoicecalling.

EnduringthiscontextitisusefultoconsiderLyotard’spersistentreference
totheFreudianconceptoforiginary repression,aninterestwhichgoesback
to Discourse, Figurefrom1971.Withinthisspecificallypsychoanalyticcon-
text,man’schildhoodlikewisebecomesanincommensurablemoment.Its
placeappearsasanon-place,becausesomethingthathasnottakenplacein
thepsycheneverthelessalwaysalreadywillhavetakenplace.Thenotionof
an“originary”orprimaryrepressionthusembodiesanalmostarchaicjolt,
priornotonlytoconsciousness,butalsotosub-consciousness.Secondary
repression,incontrast,canbesaidtorefertodistinctdisturbanceswhich
areaccessiblethroughtheinterpretationofdreams.So,whenwespeakof
primaryrepression,werefertosomethinghavingshakenandaffectedthe
subjectwithout,however,havingleftanyrepresentativeinscriptionsinthe
psyche.Thisarchaicmomentimpliesthatnoproperreceptionhasbeenmade
and,consequently,nodefenceagainstthisinitialjoltexists.The“object”of
theoriginaryrepressiononlyreturnslater,afterthejolt,whenthepsyche
alreadywillhavebeenaffected.Thisreturnmanifestsitselfasanintangible
anxiety,becauseastrangerwillalreadyhavetakentheindividualashostage.
Confrontedwiththisnon-objectbeyondtimeandspace,Lyotardinvokesthe
immemorial.Somethingemanatesfromapast,somethingwhichdefiesevery
present,becausetheforgottenhasneverbeenmemorisedbyanyconscious-
nessorsub-consciousness;akindofoblivionbeforememory,andwhatisleft

17 Lyotard,L’inhumain,p.12.
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areonlytracesofaprimarylife-givingterror–thenon-forgettableforgotten,
asLyotardwritesinHeidegger and “the Jews”.

Thisshiftininterestfromthesecondaryrepressiontotheprimaryrepres-
sionallowsLyotardtoapproachaninborninhumanitythatdestabilisesthe
integrityoftheindividualfromtheinsideout.Thisinhumanityclearlyrefers
toanother,entirelydifferent,temporalitythanthetimeimpliedinaninfor-
mationalsystem,asdescribedbefore.Somethingalreadywill have happened
beforeitlater(andfartoolate)returnstothesubjectasanxietyandpain.
Infact,thecruxofthematterforLyotardemergeshere:ifweweretotryto
precipitatetheinitialjolt,wewouldbetooearly,forourpsychicapparatus
isnotyetformed;whereasanytimeafterwardsistoolate.Itisexactlyhere
(where?),betweenthe“tooearly”andthe“toolate”,intheungraspability
ofthefutureperfect,this“alwaysalreadywillhavehappened”,thatthis
occurrenceresides.

Whatdoesallthishavetodowithresistance?Letusnotforgettonotethat
theparadoxicaltemporalityofthefutureperfectreappearsinthemodalityof
occurrenceoftheevent.Soaffectedbythefutureperfect,thoughtmightbe
able–howeverpainfully–toexperienceeventsandhencetoseekthatwhich
systemexcludes.Binarylogiconlyreceivesinformationthatisimmediately
classifiable.Systemembracesthealreadygivenandnotthatwhichsimply
occurs,i.e.thatwhichisarrivinginthesenseoftheGermanes gibt.Such
heterogeneousoccurrencescanoccupynobyte.Inthissense,itisstaggering
howmuchinformation“reason”mustexclude:literature,poetry,free
association(inthepsychoanalyticsense),indeedordinarylanguage–thatisto
say,anynon-operativeuseoflanguagethateventuatestheunpresentableto
beexperiencedandformulated.

Experiences,underthesignofthefutureperfect,therefore,increasethe
distancetowell-organisedandunconcernedsociallife.Incompanywith
psychoanalysis,whichaimstodisrupttherepetitionsgeneratedbythe
defencemechanismofmemory,weshouldconcentrateonresistingthe
repetitionsandthedefencemechanismsofsociety.Socialinteraction
andcommunicationwouldthenbetranscendedbyareflexiveworkof
memorycaringforthatwhichisnotinscribedintheuniverseofinformatic
significations.Eventheword“culture”signifiesthecirculationofinformation
ratherthantheworktobedonetogettothepointofpresentingwhatisnot
presentableinitsoccurrence.Andyet,perhapsincultivatingtheinhumanity
inherenttoman,thisreductionofculturetothecirculationofbytesofinfor-
mationmightbeopposed.
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Towards a Postmodern Ethics?
Intheend,Lyotard’spostmodernpositionseemslessandlessdefinable,
becomingmoreandmorecomplex.Uncertain,modestandopen,these,
andsimilar,wordsmightbeusedtocharacterisehisquestioningofa“post-
modernsituation”.Hedoesnotseeksimpleanswers–thesimplewhichis,as
heoncesaid,thebarbarian–butratherintendstoexposeandelaboratethe
fundamentaldisquietudefacingthispretendedpostmodernreality.

However,theasymmetricaltensionwherebythetwoinhumanitiestakea
placeinthepostmodernquestion–thatistosay,theirinarticulation,because
theyfollowtwodifferentdirections–canbearticulatedquitesimply.Infact,
itisasifwehavebuttobeopentothesecondinhumanity–thatinhumanity
beinghousedintheemptyheartofthesubject–inordertoresistthefirst
inhumanity,system’sinhumanity.Whenthesecondinhumanityissought,
elaboratedandcultivatedasaworkofreflexion,somethingunbearable
appearstothelogicofsystem–namely,aninoperativepresenceofabsence.
Butresistancecanneverbepositive.Thisistheverypoint,ifoneinsistsupon
aspecificpostmodernposition.Resistanceremainsboundtotheinhuman
aspect.Becausethatwhichconstitutesthesubjectisradicallyother,the
forceofresistancecannotbepositive.RewritingFreud’soriginaryrepression,
Lyotardrevealsasubjectthatisobligedtotheconditionoftheafterwards-
ness(Nachträglichkeit, après-coup),becausesomethinghasaffecteditbefore
mentalreceptivity.

Thequestion,then,becomesoneofhowtointerpretaresistance,consid-
eredinthisnegativeperspective,intermsotherthanthoseoutliningakindof
ethics.Infact,Lyotarddoesseemtoallowanethicalproblematictoinformthe
postmodern.Acertainvocabularyofethicsdealingwithanobligationtoward
theunknownLawrecursalmostword-for-wordinthisattentivenesstowardan
unknownvoiceinthesubject.Wehavetolistentoastrangevoicewhosemes-
sagecannotbedecipheredbysignifyinglanguageorbyphenomenological
perception,andwehavetobowtothelawemanatingfromthisinhumanity
thatinhabitsmanandforbidshimtobecomehisownmaster.Onthe
strengthofplayingonanobviousethicaltheme,Lyotardseemstoappealto
aspecificattitudeconcerningthethinkingsubject,whichwerecogniseinLes 
Immatériaux.Itisnotasimplematterofpassivityversusactivity,butratherof
anattitude,which,inFrench,iscalledpassibilité.Thispassibilityistobeunder-
stoodasaformofreceptivitythatpresupposesawithdrawaloftheconcep-
tualisingsubject.Ethics,inthissense,isnotacall,butrathertheabilitytobe
calleduponfromsomethingunknown.

Ingeneral,Lyotardwantstocommitphilosophytoheterogeneousand
vanishing–thatis,immaterial–objects.Inacertainway,hekeepsdrawing
nourishmentfromanalmostsecretlayerofphilosophy.Thedeclineof
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masternarrativesperhapssignifiestheendofphilosophyasinstitutional
metaphysics,butisnottheendofphilosophyassuch–asthinking,as
questioning,asuseofreflectivejudgement.Onthecontrary,whenLyotard
announcedapostmodernchallengetophilosophy,heoutlinedmuchmore
thanasimplecomingtotermswiththephilosophyofhistory,asettlement,
whichobviouslyprecedeshisentirework.Evenhishostileanalysisof
Marxismasanexampleofagrandnarrative,narratingthefuturevictoryof
theworkingclass,hardlyjustifieseitherreliefortotaldisillusionment,asif
therewasnoneedforphilosophyanymore.Thereisareflexiveworktobe
done–inthenameofthatwhichisexcludedfromrealityand,whatiseven
moreurgent(andmoredifficulttorealise),inthenameofthatwhichcannot
bepresentedbyanyreality.Andthisworkis,indeed,andperhapsmorethan
ever,instigatedbythepostmodernbanalisationandvulgarisationofreality.
Thispostmodernrealityneutraliseswhatis“real”.Itdestroystheevent.Asin
theHeideggerdebate,thepostmoderndebateseemstobeanoccasion for 
Lyotardtorecallthatwhichhauntsthought.

This peculiar ethics traverses the anaesthetic aesthetics of Les Immatériaux,
wherewehavetobesensitivetothesignsofpostmoderna-teleology–even
ifthesesigns,signifyingalmostnothing,areparticularlyambiguous–inorder
torealiseapostmodernsituationatall.Inthatrespect,Les Immatériauxplayed
anactivepartinLyotard’seffortstorethinkthepostmodern,eventorescue
itbymeansofinstrumentsthatdidnothavetoberestrictedtothemedium
ofthebook.Thatiswhy,conversely,Les Immatériaux can itself be seen as a 
kindofperformativephilosophy,transformingLyotard’sthoughtsintoaction,
especiallyhisongoingreflectionsonthenatureoftheevent.Thepostmodern
dramaturgyoftheexhibitionaimedtomakethevisitorsexperiencehow
somethingalreadywill have happened.Regardless,withoutsensibility,there
wouldbenodisquietudeandnoquestioning.Pointingtosomethinglike
postmodernsensibility,LyotardandhisteamatLes Immatériauxattempted
totransformaculturaleventintopossibleeventsofsensitivityattheedge
ofconceptualthinking,akindofintellectualsensitivitythatbringsusbackto
reflectivejudgement.

Inconclusion,wecouldsaythat“thepostmodern”wouldhavelikedtojoin
thelistofambiguousconceptsthatLyotardkeptquestioningthroughouthis
works;conceptssuchas“figurality”,“heterogeneity”,“dissension”,“theevent”,
“thething”(la chose),“desire”–alltermsthatpointtothefactthatwhatis
soughtmarksadifferencethatcannotbeorganisedaroundacommonaxis.
Thiswaspreciselyhisdefinitionof“le différend”,whichevokedanasymmetrical
conflictarisingfromthelackofacommonlanguage.Andyetperhaps,before
joiningthisphilosophicalfamily,thepostmoderngotlostinideologyandthe
mainstream.Maybethepostmodernwassimplytooexposedbythemediato
beabletoassumearealexhibitingfunction–thatis,this“over-exposure”by
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meansofwhichLyotardandhisteamatLes Immatériaux wouldhavelikedto
instigatereflectionuponthehumanconditioninanincreasinglytechnological
world.However,whenwebothlookbackontheexhibition’smanyinnovative,
performativefeatures,andlookforwardtocuratorialpracticesthatitmight
havesubsequentlyinspired,thealmostuntraceable,butundeniablelong-term
effectsofLes Immatériaux forceustoperceivethedegreetowhichLyotard
strainedeverynervetotransformthepostmodernfrombeingatermofmere
historicalclassificationintoaphilosophicalagenda.Thepostmodern,thus,
wouldhavecalledforanincreasingawarenessofandacriticalreflectionona
high-technologicalsocietyanditsmaterials,whichhavebecomevertiginously
immaterial.




