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AGENDA 

• Reminders 

• Poetry Overtime 

• Leading the Discussion 

• Existentialism 

• Modernism 

• Ismismism 

• For Next Time 

 



REMINDERS 

• If you haven’t already, make sure your Think Piece and 
Literary Analysis are done right on Google Docs (copied and 
pasted into a document and shared with me; not just 
uploaded as a Word document) 

• If you haven’t already, check the book list on our class 
website and ORDER THE BOOK YOU’VE BEEN ASSIGNED.  
We’re finishing Invisible Man next week, and you’ll need it by 
then. 

• Make-up Socratic Circles are on Friday at ELO (11:10—be on 
time!) 

• Are you signing up for local scholarships?  Counselors have 
asked me to tell you to—WITH PROFANITY! 

• By the way, one of you picked a poem with big profanity in it.  
Are y’all okay with me reading it uncensored? It’s not 
obscene; just cussy in a couple of spots.  



POETRY OVERTIME 

• 27 (“Whethering”) vs. 28 (“The Two-Headed Calf”) 

• Cast an individual vote this time. 



LEADING THE 

DISCUSSION 

Take it away, fools! 

• For next time, you’ll have to have read chapters 21-23, and 

if you haven’t led the discussion yet, it’s your turn! 



EXISTENTIALISM! 

• Main tenet: “Existence precedes essence.” 

• We exist before we have meaning. 

• That means we have to make our own meaning out of the 

world. 

• Main value: The responsibility and freedom of making personal 

decisions, making meaning for oneself 

 



YOU MIGHT BE AN 

EXISTENTIALIST IF… 

• You refuse to blame others, circumstance, nature, or anything 
else for the condition your life is in. 

• You feel that there is no natural justice in the world—that is, that 
bad things happen to good people at least as often as they 
happen to bad people. 

• You believe in chance more than fate. 

• You feel that no one (and nothing) but you really knows the “right” 
way for you to live your life 



CONCEPTS THAT EXISTENTIALISTS 

GET EXCITED ABOUT: 

• Free will is the utmost human quality. 

• Human “nature” is chosen through life choices. 

• A person is best when struggling against the confines of their 
existence, fighting for life. 

• Decisions are not without stress and consequences.  

• The world doesn’t always make sense; it’s our job to keep living in 
the face of that.  

• Personal responsibility and discipline is crucial. 

• The only worthwhile codes for behavior are the ones we make for 
ourselves, individually. 

 



HOW IS THIS BOOK 

EXISTENTIAL? 

Discuss in your groups: 

• What causes the problems the narrator faces? 

• What happens when he tries to address these problems? 

• What is the narrator’s biggest character flaw? 

• What messages are implied about how the character 

SHOULD be living his life? 



MODERNISM 

• First, to clear things up,  

• Existentialism is a philosophy about life. 

• Modernism is a literary and cultural movement. 

• Existentialism = about LIFE 

• Modernism = about LITERATURE 

• We’re going to start having a lot more –isms in here; I 

want you to be able to keep them straight.  They’ll fit into 

three basic categories: 

• Philosophies (about LIFE) 

• Movements (about LITERATURE) 

• Lenses (about ANALYSIS—i.e. New Criticism, New 

Historicism) 



FIRST, I WANT YOU… 

…to come up with a list of words (in your groups) that 

describe the style, themes, and tone of Invisible Man.   

• Think like a book critic; what really characterizes this 

book?   

• You’re not so much making judgments (like boring, 

confusing, thought-provoking) as trying to find value-

neutral descriptors (neither necessarily good nor bad). 



MODERNISM 

A literary movement taking place during the time Ellison was 
writing 

• Yes, he’s definitely a modernist. 

Here’s how the timeline you may know leads into modernism: 

• Romanticism is rejected, which leads to 

• Realism, which is subsequently rejected, which leads to 

• MODERNISM. 

Realists thought romantics were, well, too romantic—not true to 
life when they wrote; modernists agreed with realists that the 
world was a tough place, but they felt the realists’ 
“photographic” approach to literature couldn’t capture the 
complexity of real life/the world. 

Thus was born…. 



MODERNISM! (A LITERARY 

MOVEMENT) 

• The Attitude: Everything’s more complex and less certain than 

we used to think. 

• The Context: Coming off of the first World War, some writers 

started to feel that the world just didn’t make sense in any good 

way.   

• The Result: A re-structuring of literature and the experience of 

reality it tries to represent.  

 

 



THE APPROACH 

Perspectivism (a modernist approach to writing):  

• we hear the story only from the viewpoint of the 
individual;  

• the use of narrators located within the action of the 
fiction helps us experience the story from a personal, 
particular (as opposed to an omniscient, 'objective') 
perspective;  

• the use of many voices, contrasts and contestations 
of perspective enriches the text;  

• Consequently, the omniscient narrator disappears 
(especially as 'spokesperson' for the author) 

Impressionism (a related modernist approach): an emphasis 
on the process of perception and knowing 

 



ATTITUDES ABOUT FORM 

Language is seen as “thick,” complex, nuanced, with multiple 

meanings. 

Language is a tool with which we construct our realities.  When we 

write, we construct the world for others. 

Experimentation in form helps us present afresh the structure, the 

connections, and the experience of life.  

Cohesion, interrelatedness and depth in the structure of the aesthetic 

object and of experience is emphasized. 

To create this depth and cohesion, various literary devices such as  

• motifs, juxtaposition, parallels, different voices, shifts and overlays in time and 

place and perspective are used.  

Writers gave up the sequential, developmental, cause-and-effect 

presentation of the 'reality' of realist fiction.  

• They wanted, instead, to present experience as layered and discontinuous. 



EVERYTHING MOVES INSIDE. 

INTERIOR or symbolic landscape is used: 

more focus on the inner world of the 

characters (and plots in the “real world” 

thus become highly metaphorical or 

symbolic of what the character is going 

through in his/her mind). 

Time becomes psychological time (time as innerly 

experienced) or symbolic time (time or measures of time 

as symbols, or time as a symbolic rather than a historical 

reality), not the 'historical' or railway time of realism.  



ENDINGS AND THEMES 

‘Open' or ambiguous endings were used more often; 

writers thought they were more representative of 'reality' -- 

as opposed to 'closed' endings, in which matters are 

resolved.  

Themes that recur in modernist works 

• questioning the reality of experience itself 

• the search for meaning in a world less inherently meaningful 

than we originally thought 

• the critique of the traditional values of the culture 

• the loss of meaning and hope in the modern world and an 

exploration of how this loss may be faced. 
 

Muchas gracias to 
http://www.brocku.ca/english/courses/2F55/modernism.php for saying 
it’s okay for me to adapt this info. 

 

http://www.brocku.ca/english/courses/2F55/modernism.php

