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Mitchell, Juliet (1940–) British psycho-
analyst. Psychoanalysis and Feminism (1974)
attempted to refute the feminist critique of
Freud (see de Beauvoir, Friedan, and Greer),
claiming that Freud provided an analysis of,
rather than a blue-print for, patriarchal society. 
In particular, Mitchell defends Freud from the
charge of biological determinism, arguing that he
was concerned with the transformation between
mental life and biology as it is influenced by
Culture and institutions. For Mitchell, Psy-
choanalysis “established the framework within
which the whole question of female sexuality 
can be understood” (1966, p. 252) as it traces the
relations between generality and particularity; not
describing what a woman is, but how she comes
into being. She thus connects an understanding
of the laws of the Unconscious with an under-
standing of the political and economic ideologies
which oppress women.

Reading
Mitchell, Juliet 1966 (1984): The Longest Revolution: On

Feminism, Literature, and Psychoanalysis.
—— 1974: Psychoanalysis and Feminism.

danielle clarke

modernity The quality, experience, or period
of the “modern.” The idea of modernity highlights
the novelty of the present as a break or rupture
with the past, opening out into a rapidly appro-
aching and uncertain future. In its broadest
sense, it is associated with the ideas of innovation,
progress, and fashion, and counterposed to the ideas
of antiquity, the classical, and tradition. As a way
of differentiating the most “up-to-date” ele-
ments of the present from those which establish
a continuity with the past, modernity has been
attributed as many properties over the years as
there have been competing definitions of the 
historical present. In its most general form, it is
best understood as a structure of historical time
consciousness.

The term “modernity” (modernité) can be
traced back to Baudelaire’s essay on the French

painter Constantin Guys, “The painter of mod-
ern life” (Baudelaire, 1845). It was introduced there
to refer to “whatever contemporary fashion may
contain of poetry within history,” and defined as
“the ephemeral, the fugitive, the contingent,” a
“distillation of the eternal from the transitory.”
This nicely captures the Janus face of modernity
as a particular experience of change, the intensity
of which pushes it to the point of reversal. In
Walter Benjamin’s terms (Benjamin, 1938/9),
once it is abstracted from any particular con-
tent, “the new” is “always-ever-the-same.” As such,
modernity may be said to repress duration (the
experience of temporal continuity) in favor of 
a series of more or less instantaneous “shocks,”
fragmenting subjectivity and producing a crisis in
narrative forms of representation.

“Modernity” is at base a category of
Aesthetics, in the most general sense of denot-
ing a particular experience of time. Yet its his-
torical dimension – the fact that this way of
experiencing time emerges only at a particular 
historical moment, within particular kinds of
society – ties it closely to the sociological study
of cultural forms.

As a sociological concept, modernity is primar-
ily associated with industrialization, secularization,
bureaucracy, and the City. Different theorists
offer competing interpretations of which social
processes are most important to the experience
of “the modern,” but as a discipline, sociology 
is unified by the restriction of its subject matter
to what it defines as “modern” societies. (“Pre-
modern” societies fall under the aegis of either
anthropology or history.)

For Durkheim it is the move from “mechan-
ical” to “organic” forms of solidarity, consequent
upon the increasing division of labor, which is the
sociological key to modern life. In Tonnies this
is conceived as a move from the interpersonal 
ties of community (Gemeinschaft) to the anony-
mous individuality of “society” (Gesellschaft). 
In Max Weber it appears as a generalized process
of rationalization and disenchantment, whereas 
in Simmel it is the objectified form of modern
Culture, exemplified by money, which lies at the
heart of the alienated subjectivity of modern life.
For Marx on the other hand, modernity, with its
constant renewal of the impulse toward change,
is an effect of the dynamics of capital accu-
mulation. Marx distinguishes himself from the
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mainstream of academic sociology by periodizing
history according to “modes of production,”
rather than in terms of a simple modern/
premodern binary.

The difficulty with the “modern” as a category
of historical periodization is that its meaning
changes relative to the time (and place) of the
classification. We may distinguish five main
stages in the development of the idea since its
emergence within Western culture at around the
time of the collapse of the Roman Empire in the
fifth century ad.

1. To begin with, the Latin term modernus
(derived from modo, meaning recently) was
used to replace the cyclical opposition of
“old and new” characteristic of pagan antiquity
with a sense of the present as an irreversible
break with the past. It was this sense of the 
present as “new” which was the basis for 
the conflicts between ancients and moderns
which punctuated the Middle Ages from 
the second half of the twelfth century to the
beginnings of the Renaissance.

2. The first major semantic shift took place with
the development of the consciousness of a new
age in Europe in the course of the fifteenth
century. This was initially registered by the
emergence of the terms “Renaissance” and
“Reformation” denoting the threshold of a
new (unnamed) period; by the designation of
the preceding epoch, now taken to be defini-
tively over, as the “Middle Ages”; and by the
fixing of the term Antiquity to denote the
pagan culture of ancient Greece and Rome. 
In the process, a new relationship between the
ancient and the modern was established 
at the expense of the Middle Ages, since the
Renaissance gave precedence to the ancient over
all other cultures. At this stage the modern
was opposed to the medieval, rather than to
the ancient, and it had a right to preference
only in so far as it imitated the ancient.

3. In a third stage, running through the sixteenth
to the end of the seventeenth century, the
terms Renaissance and Reformation became
descriptive of now completed historical
periods. This called for a term denoting the
new period as a whole which followed the
Middle Ages. It was at this point that the con-
notation of novelty in the term modernus,

meaning “of today” as opposed to “of yester-
day” – what is over, finished, or historically
surpassed – was revived. The Renaissance
had attempted to replace the authority 
of the Church with the authority of the
ancients. It was the ancients themselves who
now came under attack from the standpoint
of the present in the famous Quarrel of the
Ancients and the Moderns, or the “Battle of
the Books” as it came to be known.

4. It was during a fourth phase, the Enlighten-
ment and its aftermath, that this sense of a
qualitative newness about the times, of their
being completely other and better than what
had gone before, was consolidated. Two things
made this possible: a reorientation towards 
the future consequent upon Christian escha-
tology’s shedding of its expectation of the
imminent arrival of doomsday, and the open-
ing up of new horizons of expectation by 
the advance of the sciences, and the growing
consciousness of the “New World” and its
peoples. The abstract temporality of “the
new” took on an epochal significance, since
it could now be extrapolated into an other-
wise empty future, without end, and hence
without limit. The distinctive structure of
modernity as a form of historical time con-
sciousness may thus be seen to derive from
a combination of the Christian conception 
of time as irreversible with criticism of its 
corresponding concept of eternity.

These developments culminated at the end
of the eighteenth century, in the context of the
acceleration of historical experience precipitated
by the Industrial and French Revolutions, in
the transformation of a series of historical
terms. “Revolution,” “progress,” “develop-
ment,” “crisis,” Zeitgeist, “epoch,” and “history”
itself all acquired new temporal determinations
at this time. As Koselleck (1979) puts it:
“Time is no longer the medium in which all
histories take place; it gains an historical
quality . . . history no longer occurs in, but
through, time. Time becomes a dynamic and
historical force in its own right.” It is because
of the qualitative transformation in the tem-
poral matrix of historical terms which occurs
at this time that “modernity” in the full his-
torical sense of the term is generally taken to
begin here. The modern is no longer simply
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opposed to either the ancient or the medieval
periods, but more generally to “tradition.”

It is this full sense of modernity, opening
up a new period by virtue of the quality 
of its temporality, which is registered in 
the mid-nineteenth century in Baudelaire’s
definition, cited above. The logic of the new,
fashion, and aesthetic modernism may thus
be understood as the result of an aestheti-
cization of “modernity” as a form of historical
consciousness and its transformation into a
general model of social experience.

5. Finally, to take us up to the present, we must
add a fifth stage in which the peculiar and 
paradoxical abstractness of the temporality 
of modernity is at once problematized and
affirmed. This is the stage after the 1939–45
war, during which, as Raymond Williams
(1989) has put it, “ ‘modern’ shifts its reference
from ‘now’ to ‘just now’ or even ‘then,’ and
for some time has been a designation always
going into the past with which ‘contempor-
ary’ may be contrasted for its presentness.”
“Modernity,” fixed now as a discrete histor-
ical period within its own temporal scheme,
hardens into a name and is left stranded in 
the past. The Quarrel of the Ancients and the
Moderns is replaced with a Quarrel of the
Moderns and the Contemporaries. The Con-
temporaries become Postmoderns.

To become postmodern, however, in this
sense at least, is simply to remain modern, to keep
in step with the times. “What, then, is the post-
modern?” Lyotard (1982) asks. “Undoubtedly
part of the modern. A work can [now] only be
modern if it is first postmodern. Postmodernism
. . . is not modernism at its end but in the
nascent state, and this state is constant.”

“Modernity” thus plays a dual role as a cate-
gory of historical periodization: it designates 
the contemporaneity of an epoch to the time 
of its classification, but it registers this con-
temporaneity in terms of a qualitatively new,
self-transcending temporality which has the
simultaneous effect of distancing the present
from even that most recent past with which it 
is thus identified. It is this paradoxical doubling
or inherently dialectical quality which makes
“modernity” both so irresistible and so problem-
atic a category. It is achieved by the abstraction

of the logical structure of the process of change
from its concrete historical determinants.

The temporal matrix thus produced has three
main characteristics:

(i) exclusive valorization of the historical 
present over the past as its negation and
transcendence, and the standpoint from
which to periodize and understand history
as a whole;

(ii) openness toward an indeterminate future
characterized only by its prospective tran-
scendence of the historical present and its 
relegation of this present to a future past;

(iii) a tendential elimination of the historical 
present itself as the vanishing point of a 
perpetual transition between a constantly
changing past and an as yet indeterminate
future.

“Modernity,” then, has no fixed, objective 
referent: “It has only a subject, of which it is full”
(Meschonnic, 1992). It is the product, in the
instance of each utterance, of an act of historical
self-definition through identification and projec-
tion which transcends the order of chronology 
in the construction of a meaningful present. It is
this sense of modernity as a ceaselessly renewed
act of historical self-definition and projection
which underlies Habermas’s reformulation of
the idea of modernity as an “incomplete project”
(Habermas, 1980). However, whereas the content
of such acts of self-definition is always relative to
the historical location and projects of the actors
concerned, both Habermas and his “postmodern”
opponents tend to fix the meaning of “modernity”
through its historical association with the Enligh-
tenment. For them, “modernity” is equivalent to
the incomplete project of enlightenment.

This has the merit of focusing debate onto a
specific social project, but it obscures the struc-
ture of the concept of modernity, repressing its
fluidity, formality, and paradoxical dynamics. 
In this respect, it reflects the wider historical
process of colonialism during which a specific
(European) present was imposed as the measure
of social progress on a global scale. It is within
the framework of this kind of definition of the
“modern” that the term “modernization” came 
to be used in the United States after the 1939–45
war to refer to a form of social and economic
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“development” in Third World countries, modeled
on a particular version of the history of capital-
ism in the West. Similarly restricted definitions
of “modernity” can be seen at work in economic
debates about the future of Eastern Europe after
the fall of Communism, and in cultural debates
about religious “fundamentalism.”

What these debates illustrate is, first, that the
concept of modernity remains the privileged site
for the articulation of competing views about the
relationship of past, present, and future; and 
second, that it is bound up, inextricably, with the
contradictory cultural legacy of European colo-
nialism. For if modernity is primarily a temporal
concept, it none the less became possible in its 
fully developed form only on the basis of certain
spatial preconditions: namely the unification of
the globe through colonial navigation (allowing
for the thought of “history” as a whole) and the
hierarchical distinction of European from non-
European cultures (in which a historical differ-
ential could be introduced within the present).

As the cultural constitution of Western societies
is transformed (especially by immigration) and
their economic Hegemony is challenged –
throwing the very concept of “the West” into 
crisis – the prospect is opened up of new and 
more “hybrid” definitions of modernity within 
the terms of its Paradigmatic temporal form:
“postcolonial contra-modernities” (Bhabha, 1991)
and “countercultures of modernity” (Gilroy,
1993), bearing the promise of a new historicity.

Reading
Berman, Marshall 1982 (1983): All That is Solid Melts

Into Air: The Experience of Modernity.
Blumenberg, Hans 1983: The Legitimacy of the Modern

Age.
Calinescu, Matei 1987: Five Faces of Modernity: Modern-

ism, Avant-Garde, Decadence, Kitsch, Postmodernism.
Frisby, David 1985: Fragments of Modernity: Theories 

of Modernity in the Work of Simmel, Kracauer and
Benjamin.

Gilroy, Paul 1993: The Black Atlantic: Modernity and
Double Consciousness.

Habermas, Jürgen 1980 (1985): “Modernity – an
incomplete project.”

—— 1985 (1987): The Philosophical Discourse of
Modernity.

Hall, Stuart, ed. 1992: Understanding Modern Societies:
An Introduction.

peter osborne

moral criticism The term “moral criticism”
has sometimes been applied to a tendency in
modern anglophone Literary criticism since
Arnold, and particularly to the positions of
such critics as F.R. Leavis and Lionel Trilling.
Distinguishing these critical positions from vari-
ous kinds of Formalism, it indicates the pro-
minence of moral and ethical vocabularies in
their terms of judgment: maturity, sincerity,
honesty, sensitivity, or courage become important
criteria in the valuation of literary and other
works. From a strict formalist standpoint, such 
terminology betrays habits of reading that are
imperfectly emancipated from the Intentional
fallacy in their apparent confounding of text-
ual with authorial characteristics. And although
moral criticism is rarely as theoretically naive 
as its opponents claim, it encounters genuine
problems of this kind in its attempts to read
through the Text to the originating “quality of
mind” that has produced it.

Moral criticism should by no means by con-
fused with a merely censorious or moralistic 
attitude to Culture. A secularized puritanism is
seldom absent from its Discourse (notably in the
critical writings of Leavis and D.H. Lawrence), but
an important gulf lies between its judgments and
those, for example, of Plato in his proscription 
of poets from the ideal republic, or of Victorian
reviewers who would condemn a novel for its 
failure to mete out appropriate punishment to 
an adulterous character. In fact the tradition of
moral criticism arises from various defensive
strategies designed to deflect or repel just such
attempted suppressions of artistic liberty: the
tradition of the “defense of poetry” is, at least in
its Romantic phase, one in which the author
claims a higher moral vision and thus the pro-
phetic license to ignore the petty legalistic prohi-
bitions of a transient moral code. Such claims 
are implicit in Wordsworth’s 1800 and 1802 Pre-
faces to Lyrical Ballads, and explicit in Shelley’s
posthumously published A Defence of Poetry
(1840), in which the essentially beneficial moral
effect of poetry is discovered in its power to
awaken the imaginative sympathies of its readers.

In the later nineteenth century, Shelleyan
principles provided foundations for two lines of
moral criticism. In the first, Matthew Arnold
placed an enormous responsibility on poetry as
the replacement for failing religious creeds, and
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