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Concepts of Progress!
• Key issues: what makes cultures modern, how do we experience them and how are 

identities affected?!
• Is modernity a break with the past? Where do individuals fit in with this?!
• Society has focused on the positive nature of change "good in itself"!
• French Rev has been seen as a turning point by many historians - a desire for change. 

Political movements in 1800s saw this as a move into a new world - a rejection of the 
past and a particular set of difficulties which would not be resolved until 1930s!

• Did the modern culture die a death in the 1900s? !
• Is this still a modern revolutionary time or is it post-revolutionary!
• Bentley - believes chronism should be used for us to see the past on its own terms. Ie. 

seeing time as people in the past did. How did people in the past feel about the past, or 
indeed the future?!

• Has been argued that the French Revolution raised expectations for the future more than 
in any other period. However the vastness of possibility has a knock on impact on a 
sense of identity in the historical present!

• How does this destruction of individual identity affect the people of the past?!
• Cultures should have a balance between the knowable past and the possibilities of the 

future, these combine to give identity!
• Modern political cultures tend to see possibilities, moving forward and change as a 

positive thing. A moral judgement about time in modernity. !!
Historical Examples of Rupture!
• 1940 in France is a great moment of "rupture" - an ending of one thing and beginning of 

another.!
• By 1900 the French Rev was effectively over. 1940 challenged this. The return of the 

revolutionary idea of rupture in 1940 led to a change in French thinking about modernity.!
• Many politicians now see their movements as a sharp division with the past - building on 

this idea of time as rupture. Especially true of the radical left in a way which was not true 
at the turn of the C20th!

• The concept of time was fundamentally altered by this rupture. !
• Case studies: one person captured, the other in the French Resistance!
• The captive's sense of time is fundamentally altered by his captivity. Catalogued his 

correspondence in detail, showing his temporal dislocation. Found himself in a vacuum - 
also reflected in his correspondence home. !



• Captivity for those who were long term POWs has led to a search amongst these groups 
for patterns and rhythms. Forced leisure of officers was in many senses more damaging 
that the forced labour enacted by the foot soldiers. Damaged sense of identity.!

• In one example, captive officers recreated a tube line (aural recreation) in their 
bunkhouse after dark. Each man had a role to play in recreating the sound of the tube... 
The rails, the doors, passengers etc. Possibly trying to rebuild a sense of time and place 
in a place without them. !

• In the example of the resistance fighter, the impact of a lack of time is no less prominent.!
• The man ended up going to England - a rupture in his own life - he discusses the 

timelessness in his diary!
• The resistance is described in his 900 page book as both boring and monotonous. Failed 

to end up in conflict but rather spent his time running bureaucratic errands and feeling 
the impact of timelessness on his own identity.!!

• Walter Benjamin argued that the social democrats had failed to deal with the threats of 
the Nazis because they were too focused on a shallow view of the future rather than 
focusing on the now.!

• Socialists have argued over the need to either follow the blinding light of future revolution 
or indeed to focus on the gritty realism of the present.!

• Benjamin saw history in terms of messianic time - a future not abstract and empty but a 
time of redemption. A present "tilted forwards"!!

• Modernity can imply progress and social upheaval!
• The historian of modern societies should think about how politicians and other have 

spoken about their own presents and futures.!
• Looking at biographies allows us to see how rupture affects people's own views of past, 

present and future. !
• Biographies in times of crisis show how important the relationship between the present 

and the future remain even in the most difficult of times.!
• The purpose of the past is also to give meaning and identity to the now!
• Times of rupture in the past need to be addressed.!
• History has a purpose in understanding the present in the past. If historians do this, they 

may get a new political vocation.!
• Revolutionary culture seems to show that the past is to be moved away from, into an 

unknown future. However this has important implications for senses of dislocation, 
rupture and identity.


