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' The Twentieth Century :

Social Background

~ Urbanisation and Its Evils. The year 1890 may be regarded as a
Jandmark in the !nterary, and social history of England( It ushered in(an
-~ era of rapid social change, and this change is to be noficed in every
 sphere of life. By the last decade of the 19th ‘century; there was a
- complete breakdown of the agrarian way of life and economy. It meant
- the end of rural England; and the increasing urbanisation of the country. -
Industrialisation ‘and “urbanisation” brought in their wake their own
problems. There have risen problems like the problem of over-crowding,
housing shorfage, a significant increasc in vicc and crime, fall in the
standards of sexual morality, and a rapidly increasing ugliness.”The
atmosphere has increasingly grown more and more somky and noisy, and
city slums raise their ugly heads on all sides. There has been a loosening
in sex taboos and an increase in sexual promiscuity, for public opinion
does not operate at a check in a crowded city.'Early 20th century poetry
vividly reflects all these evil effects of industrialisation. Ennui and
boredom of city life and its agonising loneliness are all brought out by
poems like the Waste Land., However, the change has been beneficial in
.one respect at least; it has“brought about a more healthy pattern in social
relations. The Victorian ethics of competition and money -relationship
has given place to a new concept of social résponsibility and social
morality. The new age has seen the emergence of the concept of the
welfare state; the society or the state is now held responsible for educa-
tion, health and well-being of the individual. “Dvorce today carries no
moral stigma comparable to that of exploiting the poor, or of ill treating
a child:” The sphere of social morality, in terms of public good, has
expanded at the expense of priva}e morality. - o '

r Ny 4

The Spirit of Questioning, The century ushered in an era of moral

' perplexity and uncertainty. ’[l}ti rise_of the scientific spirit .z_l__qd
" rationalism led to a questioning of accepted social belicfs, conventions
. and tradition‘s*_f?}}ln. matters ‘of religion it gave r.isc to scepticism and

agnosticism“f‘ﬁ'g‘ doubt there was much questioning, muc.h criticism of
" {raditional beliefs in the Victorian cra also, but t_he Vi.t_:tona.n wnt.cr was
. not critical of the very fundamentals, of the very basis of his social and
" moral order. On the whole his attitude was one of acceptance. Dickens
‘and Thackeray are both critical writes, but they criticise only afew evils
inherent in their social system. Basically, they accept their way of zlg&
-and ‘are proud of it. By the end of the 19th and the begining of the 20

ntury, we find writers, like Shaw, Wells and Galsworthy, cr iticising the
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| ;igtl-)jl::lsl of the .ex‘i‘sling social economic and moral system. A‘s;{{f\‘q‘ ¢
| everpnn es puts it, the 20th century has, for its characteristic, to put.

/ on ng, in every _shphqrc of life, to the question and , secondly, in the

| ight ‘of this scepticism, to reform, to reconstruct, —to accept the ney
age as new, to attempt to mould it by conscious, purposeful effort.” Tk
wh::)lcs_alc (fnticism of the existing order from different angles ans
points of view, often opposite and contradictory, has incresed the
perplexity of the common man. Baffled and at bay, he does not know

what to accept and what toreject. -~
\ _Anterest in the Sub-Conscious. This atmosphere of perplexity
corifusion and.anxiety has been further accentuated by the long strides
\‘tl:_orward thatthe study of psychology has taken since the times of Freud,

§
W

|

reud emphasised the power of the unconscious to' affect conduct.
ntelléctual convictions, he pointed out, were rationalisations of 'em"o';"
tional needs. Human beings are not so rational as they are supposed
to be; their conduct is not guided and controlled by the conscious
rather it is at the mercy of the forces lying buried deep within the
~unconscious. His followers, like Jung and Bergson, have carried Freud’s

formulations to their logical conclusion. In this wayj a new dimension

has been added to the assessment of human behaviour-and more and
more emphasis is being laidon the study of the unconscious. The
abnormal is no longer regarded as a sign of degneracy; it is now recog-
nised that even the normal are abnormal and ncurotic to some extent.
This has had a profound influence on 20th century moral attitudes,
specially in matters of sex. Thus Freud and-his followers have shown
conclusively that repressed sex instingls are at the root of much ncurosis
theory of “the Oedipus Complex”_

and other signs of abnormality. His
it is being ffeely exploited by 20th century writers.

as caused a sensation
@lﬁﬂlﬂv)f the sub- conscious, even the unconscious, is a major theme
.ofmodern literature. Tntellect is no lIongerregarded as the means of true
and real understanding, an emphasis is placed on feeling and intuition.
Rationalism, and along with it Humanism, is at a discount. T. S. Eliot,
for example, rejects rationalism and pins his faith on the superhuman as

contrasted with the purely human.
_+ . Changing Pattern of Human
tééhim of modern psychology, ma

responsible or rational in his behaviour, :
tioned above, has had a profound impx:ct on private an

‘Complex, men .
family relationships. Jealousics arc recognised where no such imputa-
tions would have been made previously. Hamlet has been intcrprclcd
by Eliot in terms of the “Oedipus Complex”, it is the thcme of onc

D. H. Lawrence’s major novels and mothers and supposed to be jealous
of their daughthers in-law. Sexual renunciation has ceasedtobe a theme
of literature, interest in sex-perversion has grown, and there isa lf

and frank discussion of sex. Victorian taboos on sex are no longe’

Relationships. "As a result of the
n is no longer considered as §clf-
The theory of the Oedipus
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- pwentieth Century : Social Background
{ - - ) . 477
operfmve..’l‘here 1s a break up of the old i
rclanon;hlps,_thcasscssmcntoftherclativ::lc:ﬁazl;}ar
woman has come to her own, and th i

_ . ! € notion of mate iori
suffered a scrious blow, “The war of the generations”, of l;l::pzﬁiogﬁ :11?2

young, has resulted in a re-orientation :
> o : of . i el
greater mobility resulting from the automoft;?;;eg:l :;l::d relationship. The

ian pattern in family
the sexeshaschanged,

sciousness of this phenomenon of 20th century city life,

2: . Revolt inst . :
e Sumc;g?hc au?llll(l)lr.i(t':nt'ym: N;tte of Afn;jet;. The First World War
creased tensions and fruslrations."lr"l'ac f;:c?ionag}l gu: CI&I;:)_I::::}:: a?c? hm-
been to suspect all manifestations of authority. It mayll))z called a?:rer;i 3?'
revolt against authority. Political and religious scepticism, general disil-
lusionment, cynicism, irony, etc., have become the order of the day. The
dictum .“Powcr' Corrupts ” is a symbol of the revolt of the post—war
generation, The temper of the age is “anti heroic,” and “action” and
success™ in a worldly sense have become questionable values. Interest has
shifted from the “extrovert” to the “introvert”. “Neurosis” and spiri
o A e piritual

: gloom are widespread. Economic depression, uncmployment, over-
population, acute shortages, etc., have increased the hardship of life, and
caused stress and strains and nervous breakdowns. The hero in the inter-
war novel is a person, to whom things happen; he is an “anti-hero”, “a
~ neurotic”, a“cripple” emotionally, if not physically. There is an atmosphere
- of moral unease and uncertainty, a collapse of faithin the accepted patterns

‘of social relationships and a search for new patterns.
—..Collapse of Old Values and Ideals. Though there has been =n
- occasional revival of Christianity even in the orthodox forms, as in the works
- of TS. Eliot and Graham Greene, the 20th century under the impact of

~ science and rationalism has witnesscd a gradual weakening of religious
faith. Religious controversies no longer exercise any significant influence
E on public issues. Moral and ethical valucs are¢ no longcf rcgarded  as
~ absolute. Philosophy and mctaphysics, instead of concerning themsclves
" with the nature of God, show a keen intercst in the study of the nature of
. man. To Freud man is a biological phenomenon, a creature of instincts and
to the Marxist he is an outcome of cconomic and social forccs.
| The pessimism and despair of the age is scen in the picture of man, “as but
" the outcome of chance collocation of atoms.” (Gone are the days of Ehc
I Victorian optimism when man was regarded as esscatially rational, acting
© in his best interests, which, his reason was su_pposed to teach him, lw e;:
' identical with social good. The same perplexity and “”“’E?“‘;ﬂs‘s Ll
e i he i ofpolcal o Soclon S NS
 Teplace torian notion of the _ :
; f_"lg::?::;ll:; gt!(iimvpizrial relations has undergone a revolutionary change.

| impulses;
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. Nationalism is no longer regardcd as enough, and imperialism has cop, . cin
for great deal of criticism. The relations between the nations of the v, orlq
‘must be based on equality and mutual respect and not on the old bam
political subjection and mpcnal supremacy. The empire instead
remaining a matter of pride, as in the days of Kipling and TcnnysOn, is
looked down upon with a sense of guilt. Thus E. M. Forster in his P“S-mge
to India advocates relationships between nations, as will as between .
dividuals, bassed on equality and the felling heart. Eliot advocates thag
England’s literary isolation should end and he views English literature a5 ,
part of European literary tradition extending from Homer onwards. Cos.
mopolitanism is the order of the day, and emphasis is laid on the study of
comparauve literature, comparative mythology, religion, etc. Nationalism
is thus in conflict with internationalism and efforts to reconcile the two have
so far met with little success.

‘Search for New Patterns. The dlsmtegrahon of fa;th and tradi-
tional beliefs has led writers like D. H. Lwrence, to seek refuge from
uncertainty and perplexity, in some, “mystic rcllgwn of blood”, and W,
B. Yeats to build up a personal “System” out of a strange fusion of magic
and occultism. T.S. Eliot searches for his pattern in ths close similarly
between myths of different people, and the European literary tradition,
Authoritarian systmes have found favour on the continent, and Marxism
with its emphasis on class war has had a large following even in England.
Marxisim hasprovided many with the vision of a New Society which will
replace the present one in the not too distant future. As Arthur Koestler
emphasises, every period has its own  dominant religion and hope, and
Marxist Socialism has become the hope of the carly 20th century.
Marxism has had a profound impact on social organisation. The aris-
tocracy, already degenerate and corrupt by the end of the 19th century,
has lost practically all pchr and prcst:gc with the turn of the 20th
century. ’I’here has been an immense increase in social mobility, the
profit motive is condemned, and prestige goes with merit and educa-
tion, and not with birth. Attention has been focussed on social and
economic problems, and planned development is favoured so that there
may be no extreme poverty side by side with great wealth. Thus the
search for a “system” or “pattern” has resulted in the emergence of
Marxism and the concept of economic plannmg

g

Multiplication of Books : Decline in Quality. Thc modern age has
witnessed a phenomenal rise in literacy. Cheap books, magazines, papers,
etc., have been pouring out in their tens of thousands with the result that
the spread of education has been almost universal. However, there hasbeen
a visible dicline in quality. The old culture of the people expressed in
folk-song, dancc, rustic craft, etc. has been dcstroycd The cinema, the
radio, the popular literature, full of crime or love stories, have explontcd the
people for commercial purposcs  There has been an increase in vulgarity,
brutality and coareness. Human relationships have been coarsened and

Scanned with CamScanner



literature. Bad art and cheap [;

P literature, “pot bojlers”

: ::;Z l(:{l tcl;i:)u;w ,agc._'l:l;tixplé);?tion of the youth fo:sc,olr::;‘::rbc?acf l(Ile:: Wt::l‘l3
urposes has tended to assign to them a spurious i

Hé,-' ;tnlr;lal;cll):l:sotll:lee ?:::ﬁtomsmmy ;:)t;l the old and the youngil:l::bg::s a?;:cp::lt;ltl:g’
pt! ne ol the revolt of youth. Vigorous i re
-i?:lgs ;:dlc; ﬁ thfe -tt;eld. l(:rf music and other fine artf and ﬁ@fﬁfﬁ?ﬁf lalllri:
ey vl:g our.o é eak-down of cultural continuity rather than of

. Modern Literature : its Representative Character ¥

) 'Gc.nc_rally speaking, the modern writer is intensely conscious of his
| social Milieu does not fail to reflect itiin his works. To what extent the new

~ age is reflected in the literature of the period would be examined in the

following chapter.. - .
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