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The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge (1979) 

By Jean-Francois Lyotard 

 

Agenda: 
- Understand what Lyotard’s argument is. 

- Criticize Lyotard’s argument (and his presentation of science). 

- Discuss what we do with this information. 

- Decide on the next text to cover. 

 

Disclaimer: “It remains to be said that the author of the report is a philosopher, not an 

expert. The latter knows what he knows and what he does not know: the former does not.” pg 

xxv 

 

Purpose: to introduce “pragmatic” (non-utopian/radical) analysis of discourses of 

legitimation with a sociologizing slant that truncates and situates the discourse.  

 

Vocab/Main Ideas 

- Philosophy: a discourse legitimating science 

- Modern: Period in which science refers to metadiscourse and appeals to grand narratives 

(like emancipation of the subject) to legitimate itself 

- Postmodern: the condition of knowledge/state of culture after transformations of 19th 

century incredulity toward metanarratives 

- Language Game: each category of utterance can be defined in terms of rules specifying 

their properties and the uses to which they can be put.” pg 10; are not the entirety of 

social relations but are sufficient for society 

- Knowledge: competence-building measures that determine and apply criteria (pg 18 - 19) 

it has no final legitimacy outside of serving the goals envisioned by the practical 

subject. (pg 36) 

- Narrative Knowledge: narratives determine criteria of competence and their application 

defining what has the right to be said and done in that culture. They are legitimated by 

the simple fact that they do what they do; is finite, not universal. pg 23 

- Scientific Knowledge: requires denotative language that is an indirect component of the 

social bond of language games; unlike narrative knowledge competence only depends on 

the sender in the language game; knowledge accumulated is always challenged. 

- Discourses of Power: denotative, prescriptive, and technical language games all have 

different criteria; “Force” belongs “exclusively” to the technical game where the social 

bond is destroyed. 

- Performativity: (i.e. efficiency, “use” value for the reproduction of capital) the 

postmodern criteria for legitimating knowledge, its transmission, and its creation. 

 



Science develops—and no one will deny that it develops—by developing this question. And 

this question, as it develops, leads to the following question, that is to say, metaquestion, 

the question of legitimacy: “what is your ‘what is it worth’ worth?” pg 54 

 

Main points: 

- With postmodernism, quantum physics, and the computerization of society we have a 

legitimation crisis—knowledge, the relationship of knowledge to subjects and states, 

and institutions of knowledge as we know them are changing. “In the computer age, the 

question of knowledge is now more than ever a question of government.” pg 9 

- It is impossible to judge the validity of narrative knowledge on the basis of scientific 

knowledge and vice versa as the relevant criteria are different. (is/ought distinction?) 

pg 26 

- The imperialism of scientific knowledge is governed by the demand for legitimation 

which was lost in the postmodern incredulity toward narrative knowledge and grand 

narratives. “Thus the growth of power, and its self-legitimation, are now taking the 

route of data storage and accessibility, and the operativity of information” 

- Scientific knowledge requires money to continue its project, and becomes intimately 

entwined with the state as it is an institution. It is legitimated through 

performativity and efficiency and wealth as capitalism feeds the ability for research to 

exist. Areas of research that are not performative are abandoned by the flow of capital, 

thus interfering with the scientific method.  

- Like a good poststructuralist, he dismisses grand narratives that drive capitalism or 

the notion of a universal subject (humanity) by arguing that science doesn’t support 

determinism (because quantum physics and the mandelbrot set) and our language games 

will never be able to reach a consensus on the rules for such games as language games do 

not contain their own legitimation but are such due to social bonds and contracts.  

- As a rebuttal to Habermas and Structuralism, Lyotard claims that the ends of science, 

knowledge, and the language games in which they exist are not for consensus but 

paralogy. 

 

Conclusion: 

- If we want the computerization of society to involve the use of “terror” in sustaining 

the system, let it become “the ‘dream’ instrument for controlling and regulating the 

market system, extended to include knowledge itself and governed exclusively by the 

performativity principle” pg 67 - performativity is the legitimating criteria 

- If we want the computerization of society to supply aid groups with information for 

making knowledgeable decisions, “give the public free access to the memory and data 

banks.” pg 67 - paralogy is the legitimating criteria 

- Paralogy (essentially chaos theory as an alternative to determinism and structuralism) 

validates the adoption of new rules in language games including science unlike 

legitimation by performativity pg 66; preferable to grand narratives that do not reflect 

reality of language games which are not universalizing but are heterogeneous and work 

to create new ideas instead of reaching consensus (take that Habermas!). 


