“Introduction: Subjectivity and Modernity’s Other.”
Marshall Berman "Why Modernism Still Matters"
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General Questions: 

1. The Modern/Postmodern Debate 

2. Identity historicized
3. How do we talk about narcissism, political commitment and universalism today?  
“Introduction: Subjectivity and Modernity’s Other.”
1. The book’s view of modernity: a matter of movement, of flux, of change, of unpredictability.  

-- different from the dominant views of modernism as “the static and abstract model separated from the dynamic web and flow of reality.”  (1) e.g. Corbusier 

-- postmodernism as static and abstract.  E.g. media space as an “astral () empire of signs,” whose power of social control over individuals and collectivity is so absolute that no change is possible.  E.g. postmodern utopia (one of space over time).  

This book: p. 2

--Baudelaire’s Paris of the transient and fleeting.  

-- not the modern of the abstract (and positivist) individualism constituted by Durkeheim’s conscience individual, but that of Simmel’s aestheticization of everyday life in the turn-of-the-century Berlin.  

--Berman’s – “a figural vision of the flaneur, looking out onto the black kids playing basketball on the corner on Fourth Street  . . .” (2); populist;  
[vs. Habermas’s modernism of ‘the ought’] 

p. 3 ‘This “low modernism”, a “modernism in the streets” at the same time disputes postmodernism’s rejection of history, movement, change; disputes its irrationalist anti-ethics and its neo-tribalist and localist rejection of any universalism. [ . . . ] 

It also rejects teleology and denies grand recits.  For low modernism, art lives as experimentation.  [. . . ] Low modernism wants to work towards an ethics, but an ethics without blueprints.  

p. 4 identity 

pre-modern identity -- externally (or in Kant’s sense ‘heteronomously) determined.  In tribal society it is kinship-orded cosmology that defines identity in terms of deciding who someone is.  In the archaic civilizations of world religions, it is a transcendent godhead or pantheon or hierarchy of deity which take on these nominating powers, though the secular realm is clearly on the rise.  


pp. 4 -5 -- In modernity, heteronomous definition of identity persists.  As Foucault suggested, however, powers of social control in this process of ‘subjectivization’ pass from ‘the body of the king’ to the social and enter . . . the subject.  

But also in modernity, with the demise of both God and Caesar, social space opens up the way for an autonomous definition of identity.  In modernity we are fated to be free.
      pp. 6-7 

Postmodern identity – more pessimistic 

e.g. Sharon Zukin landscape of the postmodern simulacra –constitute identities to function in the reproduction of transnational postindustrial capital.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    

e.g. Friedman –both premodern and postmodern forms of identity are equally founded upon a primary narcissism.  . . . In pre-modern societies, holistic cosmologies and symbolic networks take the place of the Other that the ‘father’ occurpies in modernity.  And the mirror identification is never internalized.  They are in formal terms narcissistic, if secondarily embedded in a meaningful universe.  Postmodern conditions of identity are similar.  The mirror stage is only weakly internalized and once again we are narcissistically dependent on the Other in order to become ourselves. Only the Other comprises the commodities and sign-values of consumer capitalism.  Now the mirror is not only externalized, it is fractured as well, and the narcissism is ‘clinical.’          
More positive –life-style innovation, greater intensity of reflexion (e.g. Featherstone and Kellner) 

pp. 9 - 
Marshal Berman and his All that is Solid Melts into Air 

His position: 1) distanced both from the abstract universalism of Corbusier . . . but also from the localism of the urban village . . . .

2) Start[ing] from a localism of ‘place,’ Berman poens up and opens out space in the direction of the universal.  

3) not tribalist, because his theories move in the direction of the universal, and because he views temporality positively.  “Berman’s time is somehow substance.  It could also be the time of the winding medieval street.  It is the self-constructed time of the flaneur whose only stake is to se balader (stroll) through Parisian streets.  It can be construed as subjective duration.  

* His time is “not the abstract homogeneous time of system but is a temporality of the life-world.” (p. 11)
“Why Modernism still Matters” 

--argues against the ‘no future’ attitude of the postmodernists; 

-- argues that, historically, the escape from freedom, from self-responsibility in the flow of temporality, was a motivation for fascism.  

--the opposite is happening, too: those whith historical consciousness and responsibility.     
“Why Modernism Still Matters” 

p. 34 

Introduction:  
1. Main argument of All that is Solid: Modern society enables men and women to become freer and more creative than before. Modernists  . . . are at once at home in this world and at odds with it.  [. . . ]  Modernists demand deeper and more radical renewal: modern men and women must become the subjects as well as the objects of modernization; they must learn to change the world that is changing them.

2. When it was published in 1980’s, modernism wasn’t even in the background.   
3. In this essay, I will sharpen and deepen my paradigm of modernism.  
1) recapitulate some of the central themes of modernism . . .from 1840 to the aftermath of First World War; 

2) suggest how recent movements that call themselves postmodern only re-act, rather than overcome, modernist deepest troubles and incompasses.

3) how modernism can still be creative in the present and the future.  

I. Modern Hopes and Fears 
A. Bourgeois and industrial revolution – Marx 

--Bourgeois has created more massive and more colossal productive forces than have all the preceding generations put together.  

-- subject nature’s forces to man, machinery, etc.  

-- Extended to today’s world, it is a process not of inventions, but of ‘incessant enquiry, discovery and innovation, and a shared determination to transform theory into practice, to use all we know to change the world.    

B. Internalization of daily life. – The modern bourgeosie, interested only in its own profits, inadvertently creates a world culture whose creative are public property.  

C. The drive for free development has been challennelled and twisted into narrow, strictly marketable directions.
D. Problems: 1. nihilism; 2. fascism (or the collective desire to escape from freedom).  e.g. Dostoevsky’s “Legend of the Grand Inquisitor” – Modern people are subject to modernist anti-Trinity: “miracle, mystery and authority.” 3. the source of ‘miracle, mystery and authority’ –the state.  
E. Responses to the second phase of World War I: its endlessness and absurd end.  P. 41 (Italian Futurists); Freud –on the cracking of the respectable façade of civilization.  P. 41

F. ( Modern men and women are in urgent need of self-knowledge.     

II.   Impasses of the Postmodern  
1st wave—1) self-and-form focused: 60’s concern themselves only with the essence of their particular form.  --self-Thus the only legitimate subject of painting was the nature of painting, poetry had to be about the nature of poetry and so it went.  P. 43 

 2) mixture and fun –
 3) broke culture open, opened it up to the amazing variety and richness of images, materials and ideas brought forth by the worldwide post-war economic boom;  
2nd wave—1) the Parisian academics—their theories grow out of the May 1968 trauma.  

2) not going out –“nothing outside the text” p. 44 

3) nihilism Baudrillard // punk p. 45-46.  

III. Modernism in the 1980’s 
1. Maya Lin 

2. Laurie Anderson: 

3. Les Levine –Ireland 
4. Kiefer, Anselm –Germany 
5. Salman Rushdie 

p.  54 

In what sense will they be modernist readings?  [. . . ] a conscious attempt to arrive at some sort of universal values—for instance, “humanity as the hero of liberty.”  Postmoderns, on the contrary, repudiate any sort of universal quest and proclaim their will to live according to less ambitious ideas that are rooted in particular experiences, local interests, and ‘the heterogeneity of language games.’  [The five artists] go on struggling to break through to visions of truth and freedom that all modern men and woman can embrace.  This struggle animates their work.  

Les Levine http://www.the-artists.org/ArtistView.cfm?id=CC47638E-1286-4C48-855FB4EA41A81347 
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Kiefer, Anselm
Your Golden Hair, Margarete
1981
Oil, emulsion, and straw on canvas
51 3/16 x 67 in. (130 x 170 cm)
Collection Sanders, Amsterdam
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Kiefer, Anselm
Wege: markischer Sand
(Paths: March Sand)
1980
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Maya Lin, Vietnam Memorial Hall 
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Source: Modernity and Identity.  Ed. Scott Lash & Jonathan Friedman. Hong Kong: Blackwell, 1992.
