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What is modernity not? 

A “neutral” historical period 

THE MODERN AGE 

MODERNIZATION 

A process, usually associated with infrastructural factors (medicine, 
industry, plumbing, etc.)  

MODERNISM 

An aesthetic movement (1850s-1945, or 1904-1950s, depending on 
who you’re fighting with) 



What is it then?  

The rise of  modern philosophy and aesthetics; “disenchantment of  the 
world”; secularization. Concepts of  rights. 

THE ENLIGHTENMENT 



What is it then?  
CAPITALISM 

The rise of  modern banking and accounting systems (beginning in 
Venice); the end of  feudalism 



What is it then?  

NATION-STATES 

The rise of  modern state systems (following the Treaty of  
Westphalia [1648]) 



What is it then?  

THE SCIENTIFIC REVOLUTION 

The rise of  evidence-based (non-speculative science), from Galileo to 
Bacon to Newton. Bacon (1620): “although [the ancients] had 
knowledge of  the antipodes… yet that mought be by demonstration, 
and not in fact; and if  by travel, it requireth the voyage but of  half  
the earth. But to circle the earth, as the heavnely bodies do, was not 
done or enterprised till these later times…” 



What is it then?  

AN EMOTIONAL SHIFT 

The “sympathetic revolution,” dating to seventeenth-century Britain, 
brings about the rise of  modern “welfare” institutions: orphanages, 
the SPCA, and abolitionism. Expansion of  charitable circle. 

CONTRACT LAW 

As a mode of  regulation between persons (and corporations 
understood as persons) that replaces status or genetic relationality; 
creates trust across distance and thus reduces force of  social 
sphere/friendship. 



What is it then?  

The rise of  European settler colonies in the Americas (and the 
violence done to natives);  wealth extraction via silver. 

THE NEW WORLD 



What is it then?  

IMPERIALISM AND COLONIZATION 

In Africa, South Asia, Southeast Asia, and to a lesser extent East 
Asia. 



What is it then?  

RISE OF SOCIAL SCIENCE 

The development of  the new modern disciplines, including 
economics, sociology, anthropology, psychology 



What is it then?  

INTERNATIONALISM AND GLOBALIZATION 

The burgeoning dream of  a universal government and of  human 
rights. (Kant, Perpetual Peace 1795: Hospitality means the right of  a 
stranger not to be treated with hostility when he arrives on someone 
else’s territory. The stranger may only claim a right of  resort, for all 
men are entitled to present themselves in the society of  others by 
virtue of  their right to a communal possession of  the earth’s surface. 
Since the earth is a globe, they cannot disperse over an infinite area, 
but must necessarily tolerate each other’s company. 



What is it then?  

Hegel; but also Francis Fukuyama (1989; 1992) 

THE END OF HISTORY 

THE EXPLANATION AND JUSTIFICATION FOR EUROPEAN DOMINANCE 

Max Weber: “What chain of  circumstances led to the appearance in 
the West, and only in the West, of  cultural phenomena which—or so 
at least we like to think—came to have universal significance and 
validity?” 



Modernity: 

As the moment when the modern concept of  the continent as a collection of  
nation-states, with a specific intellectual inheritance, emerges. 

THE BEGINNING OF EUROPE 

… AND THE END OF EUROPE 

As an expression of  the European role in world history: to bring 
about, in its specially chosen way, the rise of  “universal” values and 
the means of  understanding them. 



So what’s the problem? 

Suspicious that the people in charge of  the world  end up coming up with a theory 
that makes them the unique drivers of  global history.  

EPISTEMOLOGICAL: LOCAL BIAS 

ETHICAL: LEGACY OF VIOLENCE 

To what extent are the various force that made modernity 
possible symbiotic with (despite their disavowal of) a history 
of  terrible violence? Imperialism, American silver, mass 
warfare, “collateral damage,” the camps  

SOCIAL: THE DEATH OF DIFFERENCE 

If  modern values are universal, then what happens to cultural difference? 
Culture disappears as a history-making object. McDonalds in Seoul, etc. 

ANTHROPOLOGICAL: THE TERROR OF THE END OF HISTORY 

What if  the species is essentially done, and all that’s left is mop-up work? 
How will we (all) live? (Like animals…) 



Is modernity real? 
 
 
 
Can we live without it? 



A single modernity: is there a beyond? 

Confucian (or East Asian) modernity probably 
the best theorized of  these (state capitalism, 
family values; “the Asian Values Debate”). 
Multiculturalism. 

IN THE PRESENT: MULTIPLE MODERNITIES 



A single modernity: is there a beyond? 

FUTURES: OPTIONS FROM THE LEFT 

Where can the revolution come from?  
Transmodernity (Enrique Dussel): concepts in reserve 
Multitude (Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri): democratization from below 
Occupy Wall Street/anti-G7 movements 
 



A single modernity: is there a beyond? 

PAST: WE HAVE NEVER BEEN MODERN (THE HISTORICAL ARGUMENT) 

Andre Gunder Frank, Kenneth Pomeranz: rethinking economic history and 
the long view 



A single modernity: is there a beyond? 

PAST: WE HAVE NEVER BEEN MODERN (THE HISTORICAL ARGUMENT) 

Does “capitalism” exist? Is the modern period an aberration? What happens 
in the long view? 



A single modernity: is there a beyond? 

PAST: WE HAVE NEVER BEEN MODERN (THE THEORETICAL ARGUMENT) 

Bruno Latour: modernity as a self-perpetuating myth 



Is modernity real? 
 
 
 
Can we live without it? 
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modernity has become a “social fact.” 



Is modernity real? 
 
 
 
Can we live without it? 

Part of  what’s interesting about the question is that it invites us to ask what 
the historically real is. And if  you have a humanistic theory of  the latter, 
then the answer to this question may be that it doesn’t matter much; 
modernity has become a “social fact.” 

Yes and no. On the one hand of  course most of  us live without it most of  
the time in the sense that we don’t think about it. On the other I hope I’ve 
convinced you that we are, today, always living with modernity in a strong 
sense: our basic sense of  the world is impossible without it. 



So why bother thinking about it? 
(a guide for global  humanists) 

1.  It helps us understand globalization 
 And hence the “global” as a concept 
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So why bother thinking about it? 
(a guide for global  humanists) 

1. It helps us understand globalization 
 And hence the “global” as a concept 

2. It determines local and global politics 
  Internationalism, development, NGOs 

3. It opens (or closes) the future to thought 
 It is easier to imagine the end of  the world than the end of  capitalism (Žižek) 

4. It defines the task of the humanities today 
 to love doubt; to consider how to live; to cultivate the imagination—all imaginations 
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