Modernity

I. Modernity—what does it mean?  

A. The period

1. First point to make is to be explicit that I’m use “Modern” or “Modernity” in a specific way; 

2. It does not mean the same thing as whatever is going on right now—use contemporary for that

3. Modern, Modernity, Modernism—various terms used to describe period sometime in late 1800s to around WWII

4. Height of this period between the wars; sometimes called “High Modernism” in literature

5. But those specifics are not our focus today; now, we’re looking more at the issues of what people were thinking/feeling during this time and what kinds of things contributed to that sense

B. Remember back to Romanticism, in early 1800s

1. What was the particularly revolutionary development in Romantic thought?

[great emphasis on the self, the individual]

2. A few lines from Whitman’s Song of Myself:

I Celebrate myself, and sing myself,

And what I assume you shall assume,

For every atom belonging to me, as good belongs to you.

I loafe and invite my soul,

I lean and loafe at my ease observing a spear of summer grass.

3. What kind of sense do we get there of Whitman’s sense of himself?

[obviously, very celebratory; we talked about how the Romantic hero often even larger than life]

C.  Now, several lines from W. B. Yeats' poem "The Second Coming" (1920):




Things fall apart, the center cannot hold; 




Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world




The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere




The ceremony of innocence is drowned;




The best lack all conviction, while the worst

Are full of passionate intensity.

III.   What led to Modernity?

A. First, let’s think about some kinds of technological developments that might be considered Modern, things that led the way in people thinking about their time as being different from what went before

B. What kinds of developments (“advances,” if you like) can you think about that led to a sense that life is different than it was some years earlier?

1. Industrial Revolution very important here—more products around, people have more money, changes to more urban centers

2. Electricity—changed possibilities for people, doing things at night more easily

3. Transportation—initially street car, somewhat later automobile (think of tremendous way that changed American society, habits, patterns of life

4. Beginning of modern conveniences—I remember prof in college in course like this suggesting (at least half-jokingly, I think) that a sign of Modernity was sliced bread

5. All of these things contributed to ongoing sense of progress up into first part of century, at least among many people

C. But all of this doesn’t help us know what happened to lead people to sense that Yeats expressing in his poem—what are key reasons that things changed from earlier optimism?

1. A central issue clearly was WWI; the terrible destruction of the war (trench warfare, gas, aerial bombing) led to a feeling that civilization was not getting better; feeling that was not progress but rather in other direction

2. Other key element: effects of industrial revolution—people increasingly feeling isolated, used; not valued as individual and not having valuable work (see a lot more about this in clip later)

3. Freud—changes in way that people understood the mind; different from rational orderly idea that wanted to see; idea that unconscious often controlling us—forces that seem beyond our simple control

4. Developments in physics: people had always thought (since Newton) that it should be quite possible to figure out things in nature by following laws; with Einstein’s relativity theory and Heisenberg’s Uncertainty Principle, change in sense of stable, understandable way that can view world; suddenly the results of an experiment may not always be the same (space and time relative to observer) or scientist is also affecting the measurement (Heisenberg)

-“Modern times began, one writer has asserted, on May 29, 1919, when photographs taken during a solar eclipse confirmed Albert Einstein’s theory of relativity by showing that the sun’s gravitational pull actually bent rays of light from distant stars. The new findings in physics altered the image of the cosmos in ways that seemed almost a calculated assault on common sense.”

5. Modern Christianity: challenge of Nietzsche and “death of God” idea;

-also began to be efforts to bring together science, esp. evolution, with Christian thought; efforts (begun really with Enlightenment) to make more rational; some suggest that things like Resurrection may be only metaphorical rather than actual happening

6. Developments in arts: questioning what is reality; movement away from a traditional sense of realism

D. Because of all these things, people felt that their understandings of humanity and our place in the world was different

1.  Woolf quote: "On or about Dec. 1910, human character changed"

-obviously somewhat arbitrary, but idea that people starting to see things differently, relate to each other differently than did in 19th c.

-Also specific thing was this was date of first post-impressionist painting exhibit in London—move from realistic images

2. With all of the various factors, feeling that the ordered, understandable universe of the 19th century had changed; need new ways of thinking—and we’ll talk eventually about some of those responses

3. For now, I want you to see how people began to feel that not a time of hope; that the rationalism of the Enlightenment was not really going to solve things anymore;  the individual was not a hero but rather was isolated, unable to connect

4. Solipsism an important term here; idea that can’t connect with anyone around you; the self is the only thing that you can know (and in modernity feeling that maybe can’t know that very well, either)

E.  Now going to see first 20 minutes or so of Charlie Chaplin’s Modern Times; see how in this humorous look at Modern life, Chaplin gets at some of these same ideas (show about first twenty minutes)

