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The crisis of the thought in the 19th century and its culture 
 
Culturally speaking, the change of centuries (from 19th to 20th) carries out artists’ angst because 
they think that all efforts done in the 18th century to improve human life have failed. Thus, after 
the Enlightenment, the social pattern in the age of industrialization and the rise of bourgeois 
cause a human crisis. So, during the 20th century, writers show the following attitudes: 

 Expressing existential and religious angst. 
 Trying to change the world by means of social and political writings. 
 Looking for the key to get the point of human suffering, in God and Religion. 
 Forgetting existential and social problems by means of aestheticism and escapism. 

 
There are three reasons for that: 

 Scientific uncertainty. In the beginning of the 20th century, some discoveries prove 
the uncertainty of some basic scientific explanations (for instance, those about the 
way the universe works) and generates a total uncertainty because reality is 
changeable, complex and difficult to explain rationally. Thus, the French 
mathematician Henri Poincaré reckons a theory cannot be considered true or false, 
just useful. 
 

 Technological threat. In the 20th century, I+D (investment and development) are 
huge in many areas: transports, communication, medicine, new materials, social 
welfare… However, those have also carried new risks for the humankind (and our 
humanity): nuclear race, pollution, global heating, new war materials, ultra capitalist 
society, genetic manipulation… Moreover, religious, existential and social fears are 
still in humans. Consequently, in literature science-fiction novels dealt with the bad 
use of technologies and the angst they cause. Some examples are Aldous Huxley’s 
Brave New World (1932) about genetic manipulation and the end of natural 
procreation; George Orwell’s 1984 (1949), that is, Big Brother is watching and 
controlling humans by means of mass-media;  Ray Bradbury’s Farenheit 451 (1953)  
in a future when written words are forbidden. 
 

 The crisis of philosophic thought. In the 19th century, Augusto Comte’s positivism 
was important. However, at the end of the century, philosophers reckon the reason 
cannot explain complex reality all in all. So, they find new sources such as: 

 
 

- Irrationalism: Schopenhauer, Nietzsche and Kierkegaard. Philosophy tries to 
explain human life which is moved by irrational impulses (love, angst, fear…). 
Reason is not useful to explain it. 

- Existentialism: M. Heidegger and J. P. Sartre. The human being is born to die, 
that is, human life is ephemeral what makes humans distressed.  

- Psychoanalysis: Sigmund Freud. The analysis of human irrational impulses 
reveals that people search after pleasure, but this goes against society and moral. 
Then, they repress them and feel frustrated. 

- Marxism: Karl Marx and Frederich Engels. The abolition of bourgeoisies’ 
economic system. Workers have also the right to get private properties. History 
is full of revolutions in order to achieve this right. Politically, Lenin, Trotsky and 
Mao Tsé Tung followed it. 
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