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Modernity refers to the historical period and set of conditions that emerged in the Western world roughly
from the 17th century onward, characterized by a decisive break from traditional, pre-modern ways of
organizing society, thought, and experience.

Core features of modernity

Rationalism and science — Modernity elevates reason and empirical inquiry as the primary means of
understanding the world, displacing religious or mythological explanations. The Scientific Revolution and
Enlightenment are its intellectual foundations.

Secularization — Authority shifts from the church and divine order toward human institutions, law, and
individual conscience. Religion becomes one sphere among many rather than the organizing principle of
all life.

The nation-state and bureaucracy — Political power becomes centralized, formalized, and legitimated
through popular sovereignty or rational-legal authority rather than tradition or divine right.

Capitalism and industrialization — Market economies, wage labor, and technological production
reshape work, time, and social relationships fundamentally.

Individualism — The individual emerges as the basic moral and political unit — bearer of rights, author of
their own life story — rather than being defined primarily by community, caste, or kinship.

Progress — Modernity carries a distinctive orientation toward the future: the belief that history moves
forward and that human conditions can and should improve.

Different angles on modernity

e Sociologically (Weber, Durkheim): modernity means rationalization, the "disenchantment of the
world," the division of labor, and the weakening of traditional bonds.

e Philosophically (Kant, Hegel): modernity is the age of self-legislation — reason giving itself its own
laws rather than receiving them from tradition or God.

e Critically (Marx, Frankfurt School): modernity produces alienation, commaodification, and new forms of
domination alongside its liberating promises.

e Postmodern critique (Foucault, Lyotard): modernity's grand narratives of progress and reason are
themselves power structures that exclude and normalize.

The ambivalence of modernity

Modernity is deeply double-edged. It brought liberal democracy, science, medicine, and individual freedom
— but also colonialism, the Holocaust, industrial warfare, and ecological crisis. Thinkers like Zygmunt
Bauman and Max Horkheimer argued that these weren't accidents but grew from modernity's own logic.

The question of whether we are still in modernity, have moved into postmodernity, or are in a late
or liquid modernity remains an active debate in philosophy and social theory.
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