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Chart 1.2: The Enlightenment Vision

Liberalism Freedom
1688 England See * below
1776 United States

Individualism 1789 France

1689/90 Locke

Capitalism Wealth
1776 Adam Smith

Reason Happiness/
1620 Bacon Progress
1641 Descartes Engineering Material 
1690 Locke 1769 James Watt goods

1750- Industrial Revolution
Science
1666/75 Newton, Leibniz
1687 Newton

Medicine Health
1796 Jenner
1789 Lavoisier

* 1764 Beccaria, On Crimes and Punishment

  1780s: Last witches burned legally in Europe 
  1784 American Society for Abolition of S lavery 
  1787 British Society for Abolition of S lave Trade
  1788 French Societé des Amis des Noirs
  1792 Wollestonecraft, Vindication of the Rights of Women
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That comprehensive philosophical opposition informs 
the more specific postmodern themes in the various academic 
and cultural debates.   

Chart 1.3: Defining Pre-modernism, Modernism, and Post-
modernism

Pre-modernism Modernism Post-
modernism

Metaphysics Realism: Super-
naturalism 

Realism: 
Naturalism Anti-realism

Epistemology Mysticism and/
or faith 

Objectivism: 
Experience and 
reason

Social 
subjectivism

Human Nature 
Original Sin; 
Subject to God’s 
will

Tabula rasa and 
autonomy

Social 
construction 
and conflict 

Ethics Collectivism: 
altruism Individualism Collectivism: 

egalitarianism 

Politics & 
Economics Feudalism Liberal 

capitalism Socialism 

When and 
Where Medieval 

The Enlighten-
ment; 20th-cen-
tury sciences, 
business, and 
technical fields

Late twentieth 
century 
humanities 
and related 
professions

Postmodern academic themes

Postmodern literary criticism rejects the notion that literary 
texts have objective meanings and true interpretations. All 
such claims to objectivity and truth can be deconstructed. In 
one version of deconstruction, represented by those who agree 
with the quotation from Fish on page 2 above, literary criticism 
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  Chart 5.6: The Evolution of Socialist Strategies
     (Or: From Marx to the Neo-Rousseauians) 

  Classical Marxist Socialism

Wait for the Wait for capitalism
masses to to collapse
revolt economically

Failure

Try intellectual vanguard, Try intellectual vanguard, 
industrial version agrarian version 
(e.g., Lenin) (e.g., Mao)

Failure
True believer:
The-revolution-
will-come- 
somehow Change ethical Change epistemology: 

standard: 

Failure
Lower one's Add Freudian/

From wealth From need sights Frankfurt School
is good to to equality pragmatically repression
wealth is bad

Left environmentalism Multicultural Postmodernism: Terrorism:  
socialism (race, Academic, use Direct 
sex, environment) words as a physical

weapon 

? ? ? Failure
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Tracing postmodernism from its roots in Jean-
Jacques Rousseau and Immanuel Kant to 
their development in thinkers such as Michel 
Foucault and Richard Rorty, philosopher 
Stephen Hicks provides a provocative 
account of why postmodernism has been the 
most vigorous intellectual movement of the 
late 20th and early 21st centuries. 

Why do skeptical and relativistic arguments 
have such power in the contemporary 
intellectual world? Why do they have that 
power in the humanities but not in the 
sciences? Why has a significant portion of the 
political Left—the same Left that traditionally 
promoted reason, science, equality for all, and 
optimism—now switched to themes of anti-
reason, anti-science, double standards, and 
cynicism?

Explaining Postmodernism is intellectual history 
with a polemical twist, providing fresh 
insights into the debates underlying the furor 
over political correctness, multiculturalism, 
and the future of liberal democracy. 

This Expanded Edition includes two 
additional essays, Free Speech and 
Postmodernism and From Modern to Postmodern 
Art: Why Art Became Ugly. 

Praise for Explaining PostmodernismAbout the Book
By the end of Explaining Postmodernism, the 
reader may remain ill at ease with postmodernist 
malaise, but Hicks’s lucid account will demystify 
the subject.
—Curtis Hancock, Ph.D., Review of Metaphysics

Stephen Hicks has written an insightful and biting 
commentary on the nature of postmodernism and 
its revolt against the Enlightenment. Even when 
one disagrees with Hicks’s interpretations, his 
work will challenge and provoke. This is must-
reading for anyone interested in philosophy-by-
essentials.
—Chris Matthew Sciabarra, Ph.D., Department 
of Politics, New York University

Explaining Postmodernism is extremely valuable for 
understanding postmodernism from a standpoint 
outside of and critical of it. In addition to wonder-
fully clear expositions of Hegel, Heidegger, and 
other thinkers, the book has what I think is a bril-
liant analysis of the pathways by which skeptical 
questions that Enlightenment thinkers asked led 
to the nihilism of Derrida and Foucault.
—David Kelley, Ph.D., Executive Director, The 
Atlas Society, Washington, D.C. 

With clarity, concision, and an engaging 
style, Hicks exposes the historical roots and 
philosophical assumptions of the postmodernist 
phenomenon. More than that, he raises key 
questions about the legacy of postmodernism and 
its implications for our intellectual attitudes and 
cultural life.  
—Steven M. Sanders, Ph.D., Reason Papers

Explaining Postmodernism offers a concise and 
convincing argument that post-modernism is not 
primarily about epistemology.  If postmodernism 

were about science as a “hegemonic discourse,” 
then postmodernists would endorse any politi-
cal viewpoint that tickled their subjectivities. Yet 
every postmodernist is on the Left politically. Ex-
plaining Postmodernism will be of value to anyone 
who seeks to understand where postmodernism 
originated, what impulses motivate it, and how it 
can be challenged.  
—Robert Campbell, Ph.D., Department of Psy-
chology, Clemson University

Explaining Postmodernism is a jewel. 
—Tibor Machan, Ph.D., Hoiles Chair of Business 
Ethics, Chapman University

Refreshingly, Hicks does not take it as given 
that the poststructuralist viewpoints have been 
demonstrated to be in error. Rather, he seeks to 
trace them to a powerful ressentiment directed 
against the partisan of the Enlightenment and 
of capitalist achievement, and to provide the 
Enlightenment thinker with openings for serious 
intellectual engagement. 
—Marcus Verhaegh, Ph.D., The Independent 
Review

Stephen Hicks has written a trenchant and pro-
vocative book on a vital topic. 
—David Gordon, Ph.D., The Mises Review

Hicks has written a lucid book explaining an 
influential, albeit puzzling, intellectual phenom-
enon. He has a balanced internalist and exter-
nalist approach, discussing the narrow evolu-
tion of ideas within philosophy and the wider 
influence of political and economic trends on 
the evolution of those ideas. His book deserves a 
wide audience. 
—Gary Jason, Ph.D., Liberty
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