History 730: Studies in Nineteenth- and Twentieth-Century European Thought and Culture
 

 
History 730: Selected topics in Western European history of the 19th and 20th Centuries.
 
DESCRIPTION
            The modernist period (roughly 1880-1930) brought about revolutionary changes in every area of culture and society: Cubism in art, relativity theory and quantum theory in physics, psychoanalysis in psychiatry, pragmatism and phenomenology in philosophy, atonality in music, structuralist linguistics, the emergence of modern sociology, and a host of new literary techniques that transformed the novel including stream of consciousness, direct interior monologue, primitivism, sexual liberation, and artistic self-reflection. The material foundations of experience in time and space were revolutionized by new technologies distinctive to this period, most importantly the telephone, wireless, cinema, automobile, x-ray, electricity, skyscraper, and airplane. Urbanism and World War I also figure among the causes and effects of Modernist culture.
            This seminar will focus on modernism and narrative. A narrative is a meaningful reconstruction of causally linked events in time with a beginning, middle, and end. In short, it is a story. In the modernist period the major art forms turned against or at least substantially altered earlier notions of narrative in their respective genres. Novelists subverted and at times rejected plots, artists rejected narrative art and eliminated representative objects, while scientists questioned the universal applicability of classical physics, which for two hundred years provided the logic of explanation in science generally and was the foundation for faith in the narrative of the progress of science and technology. This course will study ways in which these developments in high culture related to the subversion of a number of other grand narratives of modern history–the enlightenment narrative of the progress of reason; the positivist narrative of the progress of knowledge from theological to metaphysical to positivistic; the liberal narrative of the progress of liberty and equality; the Marxist narrative of the progress of society from feudalism  to capitalism to communism; the capitalist narrative of the triumph of monopoly capitalism; the Christian narrative of creation, incarnation, resurrection, and salvation; the national narrative of the progress of nations as it became morally compromised by entanglements with imperialism, militarism, and finally war in 1914. 
 
ASSIGNED READINGS–TBA
            We will read a book a week drawn from both primary and secondary sources in cultural and intellectual history. 
 
