THE EPISTEMOLOGICAL FOUNDATIONS OF THE
CONTEMPORARY CONDITION: LATIN AMERICA
IN DIALOGUE WITH POSTMODERNITY AND
POSTCOLONIALITY

1. Postmodernity as a Cultural Phenomenon

Regardles of the range and complexity of the postmodemity debate, certain
minimum criteria may be set to guide us through the labyrinth and serve as a
point of departure for establishing a position with respect to Latin America. [
regard postmodernity as a phenomenon which begins in the United States at the
end of the fifties and later spreads in various stages through Europe, Latin
America, and elsewhere. Thus, I begin with an historical-epistemological
conception of postmodemnism and avoid a merely typological one that
retrospectively and arbitrarily tends to read and understand all culture as
“postmodern.” Situating the postmodern condition in the second half of this
century avoids the problem of having to consider authors of different periods and
works as dissimilar as those by Rabelais, Cervantes, Joyce, and Borges.

The debate on postmodernity may be summarized by three representative
groups of opinion: 1) That which considers postmodernity as absolutely new
and a break with modernity, which is criticized as an exhausted, negative
system. Such is the point of view of Susan Sontag, Barth, Fiedler, Roberto
Venturi, and others in the sixties and seventies. 2) That which adopts an
extreme position and reproaches postmodernity for having distorted and betrayed
the goals of modernity. It characterizes postmodernity as a cheap imitation of
modernity, in comparison with which it is a conservative system, a reactionary,
vulgar, trend, lacking originality. 3) That which offers a more balanced attitude,
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seeing postmodernity as the result and culmination of modernity, so that it is
possible to speak of a “modem postmodernity.”

In view of these positions, the time that has already elapsed in the
history of the postmodern, and the need to maintain an historical distance in
order to analyze it, fashionable uses of the term should be abandonned. Let us
dispense with battles over labels which have led all civilizations to be freely
characterized as postmodern, have turned the debate into a Tower of Babel, and
led to polarizations that belong more to the ideological or the irrational than the
parameters of science.

By postmodernity I understand an historical-cultural phenomenon which
follows modemity (a period from Baudelaire to the new novel, from about 1850
to about 1960) and occupies approximately the last 30 years of our century.
Postmodernity is not only a consequence of modernity, a habituation,
continuation, or culminating moment of the latter, but an enlightened,
integrative, and pluralistic recodification which embraces and reconsiders the
broad paradigm of western culture—although not exclusively so—in order to
rethink cultural tradition and open a new paradigm in which totalizing and
exclusive metadiscourses are ended in favour of paralogia, dissent, and the
culture of debate. I would go so far as to characterize postmodernity as a
“recodified Renaissance,” by which I mean an intent to practice—in a radical
way—the Heideggerian activity of Verwindung (reintegration/perlaboration), as
interpreted by Vattimo, just as Lyotard interpreted Freud’s terms of
Verarbeirung (elaboration/conscious work) and Erinnerung (memory). Memory
initiates the activity, while elaboration works on a particular material and
perlaboration transforms it into a new creation combining the old and the new,
and producing globalization on the one hand and difference on the other. This
kind of culture is accessible to mass recipients because it supercedes sectarian
and exclusive *“-isms.” Postmodernity is far from being solely disillusion or
nostalgia, or a reactionary, globalizing, and equalizing phenomenon. It is the
possibility of a new organization of thought and knowledge in an open form
through the relativizing of totalitarian paradigms and the decentralization of
Discourse, History, and Truth. Understood thus, postmodernity is a new utopia
as yet undiscovered under the cloak of a modernity which still covers our
thinking,

This concept of postmodernity, based mainly on the principles outlined
above, derives from positions taken by Derrida (1967, 1967, 1972), Derrida
showed the weaknesses and problems of discourse based on closed systems by
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