 Contemporary History, Culture and Literature

History – Americans don’t know their history very well.  It’s a problematic word because it implies irrelevancy. It means it’s not here anymore.  People are more concerned with the future rather than the past. 
It’s harder for people to think by themselves or to think historically or analytically.  There’s no more private space because there’s always a television, a radio, or a computer or advertisement nearby.  

We don’t have to remember things the way people used to.  Older generations relied on story telling and rote memorization.  

Information is growing exponentially. There’s no longer such a thing as a “Renaissance Man.” 
We have a fast paced lifestyle, all about survival and getting a job done ASAP with computers and the Internet.  It’s all about fast food, fast service, being fast pace, fast transportation, et. Despite how much leisure time these commodities provide we still always feel rushed and hurried. 
Technology was supposed to make life simpler but it has wound up complicating things.  It also makes life horrific – look at modern warfare, weapons of mass destruction, and mass exterminations of entire peoples.

Historical Background

1945: End of WWII; Hiroshima and beginning of Nuclear Age; uncovering of Nazi Holocaust; partition of Europe into East and West – Cold War begins; Baby boom begins in America (there is more $ around so the family can support it)

Late 1940s: European imperialism begins to break down with the independence of India; country of Israel is founded in Palestine

Late 1940s: Television enters the American Home; became a big part of the American Family

Late 1940s-50s: More Chinese immigrants come to the U.S. after the communists take over China

1948-1973: Largest National Expansion in World History; rapid creation of suburban lifestyle. Families begin to dwell outside of Metropolitan areas in Suburbia.  There’s less reliance on one’s neighbors.
1948-1954: “Red Scare”; McCarthy Hearings

1950-3: Korean War

1951: Soviet explosion of hydrogen bomb; Nuclear arms race begins and Cold War intensifies

1951-1963: “The Age of Conformity.” It is partly a result of so many men having served in the military. People are doing what is expected of them. There are not a lot of individuals, standouts, or resistance to authority

1954: Brown Vs. Board of Education of Topeka: legal segregation in America outlawed; Rosa Parks sits in middle of bus in Montgomery, Alabama (12/1/1955), igniting modern Civil Rights Movement with Martin Luther King Jr. as its leader.

1955: Elvis Presley releases first singles: Rock Era begins

1957: Soviets launch Sputnik; Space Race begins

1962: Cuban Missile Crisis. Russians put missiles in Cuba in response to us having missiles in Turkey.  World came close to utter annihilation. 

1963: John F. Kennedy assassinated – “The 1960s” begins (student rebellion; antiwar movement; civil rights movement; radical social experimentation (sex, drugs, rock ‘n’ roll), and later, women’s movement; Chicano, gay, Asian-American movements, environmental movement.
1964: Beatles come to America. Modern Entertainment Era begins

1965: Gulf of Tonkin Resolution – Vietnam War Begins (ends in 1975); Malcolm X assassinated

1968: Height of 1960s social and political unrest; Martin Luther King and Robert F. Kennedy assassinated. People feared the country might explode – Race Riots, breakdown of the family, the war, assassinations, etc. 
1968: Richard Nixon elected president

1969: Lunar landing

1973: The U.S. pulls its troops out of Vietnam.  The rest of the country would fall to the communists by April, 1975.  Saigon is renamed Ho Chi Minh City.

1972-4: Watergate and other scandals; resignation of Vice President Agnew and President Nixon; Roe V Wade legalizes abortion rights for women, “The 1960s”ends

1973: Middle East Oil Embargo and end of postwar economic expansion

1973-1978: Waves of immigrants flee Southeast Asia and many become refugee citizens in the U.S

1973-1983: American Economic slowdown; 60s hangover, American “malaise” 

1980-1992: Age of Reagan: resurgence of social, political, religious conservatism; resurgence of American economy and military power

mid 1980s: Affordable personal computers enter American homes

1989-1991: Breakup of Soviet Bloc; end of Cold War

1991: First Gulf War

1992: Clinton elected president. There is enormous expansion of “global economy,” telecommunications and information industries (e.g. Microsoft); GATT (General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade), WTO (World Trade Organization) and NAFTA (North American Free Trade Agreement). Countries are now closely affected by one-another in economic and legal matters.

mid 1990s: Internet becomes widely available in American homes

late 1990s: USA re-dominates world economy as Japan enters a recession

September 11th 2001: “War against Terror” begins, Afghanistan, Iraq

2001-2009: Under the Bush Administration new conservative agendas, such as a huge military budget, Abstinence only education, and unmonitored market activity, characterize the age. 
2002-2007: The U.S. real estate market sores as banks, creditors and lenders agree to risky, unscrupulous loans that will ultimately to lead to a real estate crash from 2008-present, and large corporations, creditors and brokers avariciously conduct bad business that creates a financial bubble destined to pop. The government commission that investigated the financial crisis casted a wide net of blame, faulting two administrations, the Federal Reserve and other regulators for permitting a calamitous concoction: shoddy mortgage lending, the excessive packaging and sale of loans to investors, and risky bets on securities backed by the loans.
2003-Present: Social networking sites like Facebook and MySpace, as well as cell phones being made widely available, “connect” thousands of people together and the amount of public information on the Internet about anyone and anything skyrockets. 

2009-Present: Barrack Obama becomes the first African-American president

2008-Present: Due to the housing market crash, the ill-mannered behavior of investors/brokers/CEOs, increased National spending coupled with a weakening American economy, the U.S enters its worse economic recession since the Great Depression.  The wars against terrorism continue as well …
Intellectual/Literary Background

1. The biggest writer in America in the immediate postwar period was Ernest Hemingway.  He is endlessly imitated in his subject matter – physicality, courage/bravery, male endeavors (sports, war, and fishing), drinking, residuum of the “Lost Generation” and his style – curt, unsentimental, paratactic, “no BS.”  Salinger met him during the war and Hemingway approved of his writing.  His heroes are alienated, not part of the mainstream, and they can’t relate to the people around them.  
2. Sigmund Freud’s theories and writings had a big impact on modern culture in terms of how people thought about themselves, their unconscious desires and motivations.  Freud’s theories challenged the notion of “a self” and presented people as being driven by desire and fantasies, which resonate all the way back to early childhood that they can only begin to understand.   
3. The biggest postwar intellectual influence was French Existentialism – via John Paul Satre and Camus, and carried down through American writers.   Atheism (usually), a sense of social and metaphysical alienation, a sense of absurdity and despair about human life, and an emphasis on the idea that men are “condemned to freedom” characterize Existentialism.  Questions of where we find TRUTH and is there a GOD are seriously looked at.  Satre said, “Existence precedes Essence” – people exist before anything else, before anyone can define them.  Our day-by-day existences, our actions, are more important than anything; we invent ourselves day by day with our actions.  Existentialists say we have nothing when we’re born; our job is to pay attention to our lives and what we think, what we learn, and what we do.  Humanism – declare the dignity of human beings.  Question is – In a world where there is seemingly no private space, little or no individualism; can a person really have original and genuine experience?

4. Most important literary figure was T.S. Eliot (writer of “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock”) – he was the high priest of “the Waste Land” outlook -  a view of life that takes its name from Eliot’s 1922 poem and is characterized by a sense of futility of modern life (especially in comparison to a past when life was ostensibly better, more ordered, more integrated, and more spiritual) and of the necessity to fully engage despair in order to come to some new spiritual terms with the contemporary world.  There is the feeling that life doesn’t really regenerate itself and that culture and life are disintegrating.

5. In the 1950s with the rapid expansion of electronic media (broadcast TV, radio, movies) America achieved a powerful national popular culture that would profoundly influence the way people thought from that time onward. By the year 2000, broadcast TV, together with radio, cable TV, VCRs, computers, the Internet, and the vast expansion of what has come to be called entertainment “content providers” have created enormously powerful networks of communication that are immediate in their dispersal of information, saturated by and controlled by commercial advertising, and help contribute to a new homogenized value system characterized by an embrace of all things technological, of speed, of information (as opposed to “knowledge”), and of entertainment.  Mass media distorts us from what is going on; it distorts the truth, changes it and it desensitizes us to pain and death.  More and more of our lives are lived through 2nd hand experiences with life; we spend more time with representations of life than with actual life.  The word MEDIA means to “mediate,” to come between you and the actual experience  
6. The 1950s was often called the Age of Conformity. Books like Organization Man, The Lonely Crowd, White Collar, The Status Seeker and other books noted how in the postwar American environment, people embraced the new corporate ethic, and seemed to abandon many of the frontier values (individualism, self-reliance) that characterized earlier Americans. Few challenged authority, whether it was in the religious, corporate, educational, or political worlds. Much of conformity was kept in place by a sense that America needed to stand together in the face of the” communist menace.”   Men are becoming a “Company Man” or a “Yes Man” – they talk the same, dress the same, cut their hair the same way, etc.  Revolutionary Road is a novel/film about this culture, and Pleasantville is a famous film about it too. 
7. The Civil Rights Movement and the Black Arts Movement of the 1950s and 1960s were enormously influential in the development of not only a number of world-class Black writers but the creation of a new Black middle class, with the education and leisure time to help support black writing in America. Such a new class of readers created a demand for black writing, and these writers delivered work that not only created a variety of responses to modern African American life, but also helped create its imaginative history.

8. The 1960s ushered in a revolution in American thought, including a revolution in thinking about gender and sexuality. The modern Women’s Movement began in the late 1960s and ultimately flowered into a wide-ranging social, political, and intellectual movement called Feminism.  Intellectually, feminism is characterized by a demand for gender and sexual equality as well as an investigation into the social and ideological structures that perpetuate gender and sexual inequalities. 

9. The 1960s, being an experimental decade, also ushered in an aesthetic and ethical revolution of sort, yielding what has come to be called Postmodernism. Postmodernism, as the name suggests, is a response to, and sometimes a rejection of, Modernism. Postmodernism is an enormously complicated (and much-argued about) term, but it is generally characterized in literature by experiment with form (particularly in the novel), an embrace of “low” and pop culture, a tendency to deal with contemporary subjects (environmental havoc, the world of mass media, science and technology, consumerism, nuclear fears, the language and phenomena of contemporary life), and a sort of willingness to let go of all “core” values and belief systems such as “the self,” “truth,” “representation” – any form of logo centrism.  People shouldn’t adhere to any belief system like democracy, capitalism, Christianity or the self without seriously questioning it.  Some more specifics of that the textbook Introduction to chapter 6 addresses are: the warping/blurring of time – past, present, and even future are less distinguishable; it uses the past fearlessly; a blurring of cause and effect; the writing of the same story from different emotional perspectives; creating mosaics of asides; juxtaposing themes or forms/genres or narrators; having multiple meanings or worlds; it comments on itself as literature or is aware of itself as literature; blends or experiments with genres; it’s multicultural (in looking at religions, ethnicities, languages, customs, sexualities/gender, et.) in every way.
10. Applied to Literature, you get texts that are fragmented and broken up in terms of chronological sequence.  Characters aren’t developed the way characters have traditionally been developed.  You can’t get a hold of the text in front of you.  
Additionally, read the introduction to Chapter 6 in the textbook for further context
