Lyotards Pluralism: "Disbelief about metanarrratives"
It should first be understood that one cannot understand Lyotard without remembering his history as a French Jewish philosopher with the Holocaust eternally at the forefront of his mind.  His main concern is to prevent the horrible hegemony of a mass united in their cause as was the German Republic during World War II.  One should understand Lyotard only in the shadow of the Holocaust. 

A simplistic but useful way to think of Lyotard is as the philosopher of anti-trust philosophy.  Anti-trust laws are those laws which help prevent one company from taking over an unfair majority of a particular market or industry.  For example, Ma Bell of the 70's was 'broken up' into a lot of smaller companies in an attempt to even out the competition and through diversity make the industry more competitive and healthier.  Two current potential anti-trust problems would be the incredibly massive HMO's in the medical field, some of which are 'gobbling up' hospitals left and right, and secondly the huge banks which have in recent years been buying out hundreds of locally-owned banks.  While these huge hegemonic institutions do provide some efficiency and cost-effective benefits at times, the lurking danger is that they forget about the individuals whom they serve, and trample over the weaker, although more personable, smaller local competitors.  The danger in hegemony is that the hegemonic power will turn depotistic, and cancerous.

Lyotard sees WWII Germany as the worst monopoly of all time.  The world witnessed the great nation of Germany unify under the worst monopoly of modern memory-- the Nazi's.  The Nazi's told a powerful story of the greatness and destiny of the German people, fated to dominate and rule the world, and cleanse it in their struggle to achieve their full greatness.  This monopoly left us the Holocaust in its wake.  It is with this in his mind that Lyotard says, "Simplifying to the extreme, I define postmodern as incredulity toward metanarratives." Taken out of context, this phrase has been used to sum up postmodernism in general.  This phrase is found in the three-page introduction to his short book The Postmodern Condition: A Report On Knowledge.  It is quite useful to look at the rest of the book, but we will limit ourselves here merely to looking at the rest of the three-page introduction.

Before he gets to his infamous phrase, Lyotard writes, 

Science has always been in conflict with narratives.  Judged by the yardstick of science, the majority of them prove to be fables.  But to the extent that science does not restrict itself to stating useful regularities and seeks the truth, it is obliged to legitimate the rules of its own game.  It then produces a discourse of legitimation with respect to its own status, a discourse called philosophy.
 
Up to this point, Lyotard has said that science often conflicts with other narratives which explain non-scientific fields, (i.e., literature, love, religion, or art).  This of course isn't a problem, as long as science is willing to restrict itself to helping us design better airplanes and developing new breeds of seed corn.  But people often try to govern everything with science, and then it must come up with self-legitimating narratives of its own, and this is provided through philosophy.

Lyotard now goes on immediately to say,

I will use the term modern to designate any science that legitimates itself with reference to a metadiscourse of this kind making an explicit appeal to some grand narrative, such as the dialectics of Spirit, the hermeneutics of meaning, the emancipation of the rational or working subject, or the relation of wealth. . . . if a metanarrative implying a philosophy of history is used to legitimate knowledge, questions are raised concerning the validity of the institutions governing the social bond: these must be legitimated as well.  Thus justice is consigned to the grand narrative in the same way as truth.

Simplifying to the extreme, I define postmodern  as incredulity towards metanarratives. 

Here it is quite clear that modern refers to the practice of trying to legitimate scientific discourse through particular narratives like Hegel's dialectics of spirit, Husserl's or Sauserre's hermeneutics of meaning, Descartes or others' emancipation of the rational subject, Marx's emancipation of the working subject, and so on.  Postmodern, in contrast to these attempts to philosophically justify science, is a turn of attitude, an attitude of suspicion towards these types of grand schemes of legitimating science.



Now Lyotard is certainly not saying that postmodern means we have no more narratives at all, or that postmodernism just lets the smoothest talker or most powerful authority win.  He says,

Postmodern knowledge is not simply a tool of the  authorities; it refines our sensitivity to differences and reinforces our ability to tolerate the incommensurable.  Its principle is not the expert's homology, but the inventor's paralogy.

Postmodern realizations do not just give up the concept of truth to those with power or a smooth tongue.  Instead, the postmodern is suspicious of any metanarrative because the postmodern is sensitive to the differences and so builds a greater ability to tolerate diversity.  Postmodernity is no longer ruled by the experts ability to tell a unified story, rather, it is governed by the principle of inventiveness, desiring the new and innovative as disruption.  In short, as Lyotard is here presenting it, the postmodern turn brings an attitude which invites disruption, in the hope of preventing scientistic or other violent and repressive hegemony to cover up and over reality.  Postmodern philosophers are the guardians of the truth with a capital T insofar as they keep us from crowning any lesser idols of our own as deities.  They protect the honor of the name “Truth” insofar as they keep us ever-distant.  Lyotard thinks we have had enough of the attempt to get a hold on "the whole truth":

The nineteenth and twentieth centuries have given us as much nostalgia of the whole and the one, for the reconciliation of the concept and the sensible, of the transparent and the communicable experience.  Under the general demand for slackening and for appeasement, we can hear the mutterings of the desire for a return of terror, for the realization of the fantasy to seize reality.  The answer is: Let us wage war on totality; let us be witnesses to the unpresentable; let us activate the differences and save the honor of the name.
 (PC 81-2)



Here Lyotard makes it clear that his focus is against coercion.  He is most concerned to prevent and avert coercion, rather than being so concerned with how to build consensus.  Lyotard does not have all answers for all problems.  What he does have is a Jewish voice speaking against marginalization and oppression witnessed in one of the worst wars of all times. 

Today we live in an America which seems to feel that it is in dire crisis.  The greater and more obnoxious disparity between the wealthy and the poor in this country is planting the seeds of another revolution, and it feels at times like people are more concerned with security and stability than they are in justice.  That is certainly the case in Russia and other former east-block countries and African nations.  Will this desire for security and stability ultimately override justice?  The price for a healthy pluralism in the truly democratic sense is dissent.  There is dissent in any open forum.  Lyotard calls us to encourage dissent, so that we will not end up with more violent hegemonies on our hands in the future.  It is better to have many voices speaking, none of them in hegemonic control, than to have a monolithic voice able to shout down all of the others into submission.



This Lyotardian logic does make sense, to a point.  I think it is vital to note its intentions and its  reasonableness.  There is danger in any hegemonic power, and some degree of pluralism seems to be not only useful but useful in most human enterprises, including our philosophy, politics, and religion.  There is a need for critical voices to keep us from idolatry and ideological oppression.  In this sense it is good to have dissent, and some disagreement.  Yet, I agree with Richard Rorty who says that Lyotard is to a certain extent dogmatically leftist: 

Lyotard unfortunately retains one of the Left’s silliest ideas-- that escaping from such institutions is automatically a good thing, because it insures that one will not be “used” by the evil forces which have “co-opted” these institutions.  Leftism of this sort necessarily devalues consensus and communication, for insofar as the intellectual remains able to talk to people outside the avante-garde she “compromise” herself.



Rorty, as Derrida, is concerned with dialogue and consensus.  Solidarity is necessary for discussion, whether it is acknowledged or not.  Lyotard appears skittish about hegemonic power that he leaves us with little in the way of a constructive possibility for discourse and consensus on at least very basic issues.  This is the fundamental truth which philosophers from Socrates to Derrida and Rorty usually acknowledge-- we have to have some hope, some sort of an ideal, of an up-ahead-something  (to be as ambiguous as possible) which we are seeking after.  Otherwise, why to we continue?  Knowledge, as Aristotle says, is of the universal and general.  Insofar as we look for principles and are concerned with community consensus and support, we maintain at the very least a regulative or formal notion of an ideal. 


Christians often say that Postmodernism is incompatible with Christianity because Christianity is a metanarrative which must be embraced and believed in faith, but postmodernism advocates suspicion or disbelief in metanarratives.   The problem with this view is that it supposes that a metanarrative is just any grand narrative or story told about reality.  However, Lyotard describes metanarratives much more specifically.   There are various reasons Christianity is not a metanarrative, but one of the most important reasons is that metanarratives are legitimizing narratives told in order to justify some sort of human project, like “we need to have free markets to spread liberty” or “we need science in order to achieve progress” or other narratives meant to justify our projects.   Now Christianity could be used as a metanarrative, for example we could exploit third world countries and say that we are trying to Christianize them, or I could date some non-believer who is incredibly attractive to me based on a metanarrative that I am trying to help them know Jesus, but in these cases I am obviously misusing Christianity.  Christianity itself is actually not helpful in legitimizing my projects.  Christianity is the narrative that I am a hopeless sinner in need of grace and salvation.  That alone is no metanarrative.  As Merold Westphal says:

Christianity is not Lyotard’s target. Nor is it inherently the kind of story he criticizes. But once again it does not follow that we are immune from his critique. On the contrary, just to the degree that he echoes the prophetic strand of biblical revelation, he becomes good Lenten reading for us. He reminds us that we are in danger, by our own criteria, whenever we become too eager to justify ourselves, either by turning to a philosophical apologetics to prove that we are the bearers of the truth or by telling the Christian story in such a way as to privilege our practices with a divine sanction that renders them immune to sober(ing) criticism. Our knowledge about how the story ends provides no guarantees that out own theories and practices will not need to be significantly overthrown in order to prepare a highway for our God.

Westphal goes on:

Lyotard’s critique also warns us against what we might call Christian totalizing. This can happen when we wed ourselves too tightly to western modernity and its totalizing tendencies in the era of its global hegemony. In its quest for universal peace and happiness, modernity has conceived its goal as an essentially homogenized humanity. As science it has sought to suppress conceptual difference; and as either capitalism or communism, it has sought to suppress social difference. But even if we do not identify the Kingdom with science and technology, democracy and capitalism, totalizing happens whenever we assume, however unconsciously, that when the roll is called up yonder, those who come from every tribe and nation will first have to be homogenized so as to be more or less indistinguishable from ourselves.

So while we might at times misuse Christianity as an excuse for doing wrong, that does not mean that Christianity is inherently a metanarrative.  It only becomes such when we use it to tell stories to justify our personal projects.
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