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I. Historical Context
1. Domestic and Foreign Problems

The end of World War II left Britain saddled with serious economic problems. After a landslide victory in 1946, the Labour Party instituted a series of programs to strengthen the economy. The government assumed responsibility for housing, pensions, unemployment, and the nation’s railroads and mines. A national health program made medical care available to everyone. The British welfare state became the model for many other postwar European countries. Another thorny problem involved relations with Britain’s neighbor Ireland. In the late 1960s, violence erupted in Northern Ireland between the Protestant Unionists, who wanted to remain in the United Kingdom, and the Catholic Nationalists, who wanted to break with Britain and join the Republic of Ireland. In the 1970s and 1980s terrorists from the Irish Republican Army carried out bombings in Britain.

2. End of the Empire

To strengthen its economy, Britain had to reduce expenses abroad, and it gradually agreed to many colonies’ demands for home rule. Colony by colony, the British Empire was dismantled. In Asia and Africa, the new nations created from former British colonies faced an array of formidable problems, including overpopulation, poverty, and ethnic and religious strife. In India, for example, despite government efforts, the population grew at the alarming rate of more than two percent each year during the 1950s and 1960s. This growth wreaked havoc on the economy, increasing poverty in that new nation. Newly created African nations struggled to resolve the tension between modern and traditional lifestyles. Some African leaders supported Westernstyle capitalism. Others, such as Julius Nyerere of Tanzania, believed that economic and political life should imitate that found in a traditional African community—a village inhabited by an extended family. Though South Africa had been independent since 1910, its political system remained controlled by whites until 1990. 
3. Joining Europe

The loss of its colonial empire brought Britain closer to its Western European allies. As the Cold War developed between the two superpowers, the United States and the Soviet Union, Britain sought security by joining the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), a defensive alliance formed in 1949. Britain also sought closer economic ties with the nations of Western Europe. In 1973 Britain joined the free-trade zone of the European Economic Community (EEC), or Common Market, despite uncertainty over the consequences of this step. Britain’s political ties to the continent grew stronger when the EEC morphed into the European Union in 1993.
II. Big Ideas
A. Big Idea № 01: Making and Remaking Traditions

Early in the twentieth century, Britain was supreme among the nations of the world. Fifty years later, with its empire lost, Britain’s preeminence disappeared, and British confidence eroded. Both internally and externally, Britain found it had to achieve a new identity.
1. An Identity Crisis

For most of the British people, the loss of the empire produced few shock waves. To ordinary people in Britain—rather than the relatively small number of the middle and upper classes who had served as colonial administrators—the British Empire had always been a rather distant, if glorious, prospect. Even if the empire had been remote, however, its loss seemed ominous and darkly symbolic of British decline.

In addition to the dissolution of the British Empire, economic woes contributed to the alarming sense that something was very wrong. Economic recovery after World War II was painfully slow. Burdened with heavy debt and a shortage of goods, postwar Britain imposed a program of austerity on its warweary citizens. Fresh fruit, canned goods, meat, and butter were among the rationed foods. Persistently high rates of unemployment triggered bitter labor disputes, fueling fears that joblessness might be a permanent condition in Britain. By the mid-1970s, inflation was increasing faster than at any time since the war. The economy fluctuated under the direction of prime ministers Margaret Thatcher and John Major in the 1980s and 1990s. Under Tony Blair, Britain continued to face daunting economic challenges, exacerbated by rising security costs because of terrorist threats.

2. Shift in Values

Meanwhile, various social changes generated widespread anxiety. The youth rebellion that affected

American society in the 1960s had its counterpart in Britain. Many British, particularly older people, objected to the increasing “permissiveness” they observed in mass media, including advertising, movies, television, and popular music.The relationship among the long-established classes of English society began to break down as the power of the common people increased. Nothing in postwar Britain seemed safe and secure.

B. Big Idea № 02: Legacy of Colonialism
From the earliest days of the British Empire, many of its colonies struggled to gain independence. Though most of these early struggles failed, the American Revolution, of course, proved a notable exception.
1. British Colonial Rule

During the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Britain colonized large portions of the world. Markedly different from earlier and more limited British colonialism, especially in Africa and Asia, this “new imperialism” aimed at total control over vast territories. Although based on economic exploitation and influenced by racist attitudes toward colonial peoples, British imperialism also promoted humanitarian goals, such as building railroads, telegraphs, schools, and hospitals. In a poem written in 1899, British poet Rudyard  Kipling coined the phrase “the white man’s burden” to capture the odd blend of racism and humanitarianism inherent in British imperialism. Throughout the British Empire, however, even well-intentioned administrators and zealous missionaries often came into conflict with colonial peoples. In a series of novels that includes his masterpiece, Things Fall Apart (1958), the Nigerian writer Chinua Achebe describes the devastating effect of colonialism and Christianity on the traditional African way of life.

2. Problems of Independence

As the British Empire collapsed, independence brought serious problems to former British colonies.

For example, British India consisted of two countries, one Hindu (India) and the other Muslim (Pakistan). When India and Pakistan became independent in 1947, millions of people fled across the new borders, with Hindus streaming toward India and Muslims toward Pakistan. In the ensuing violence, more than a million people perished. Mohandas Gandhi, the renowned Indian nationalist leader and advocate of nonviolence, was assassinated by a Hindu militant on January 30, 1948.

During the 1950s and 1960s, many former British colonies in Africa achieved independence, but their national spirit was undermined by ethnic clashes. Civil warfare was a tragic aftermath of colonialism. In building colonial empires, Britain and other European powers had drawn up the boundaries of African nations with little regard to the inhabitants’ ethnic diversity.

In South Africa, the process of achieving political independence for non-whites was complicated by apartheid, the official system of racial segregation in force since the late 1940s. After decades of resistance, apartheid was finally overturned, and in 1994 free elections brought Nelson Mandela to power as the first black president of South Africa. Among the most outspoken critics of South African racism were the writers Doris Lessing and Nadine Gordimer.

3. Postcolonial Literature

Many writers from former British colonies, including Achebe, Wole Soyinka, Derek Walcott, and V. S. Naipaul, have addressed the political and social problems that continue to plague these countries even after independence. Postcolonial writers constantly grapple with the tension between native and colonial cultures while addressing themes of identity, racism, and cultural dominance. Because English is so widely spoken, many postcolonial writers have felt compelled to adopt this language even if it is not their native tongue.

C. Big Idea № 03: Globalization and Postmodernism
What does the term English literature convey to you? In the Middle Ages, the term applied only to the writings produced on an island off the northwest coast of Europe. Even three hundred years ago, in the early stages of the British Empire, the meaning of the term extended only to the works created by British colonists in New England and Virginia. Today, writers throughout the world create masterpieces in English. How did this extraordinary turn of events come about?
1. Movement of Peoples

From its beginning more than three centuries ago, the British Empire spurred the migration of people. Emigrants left Britain to settle in India, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, South Africa, and a host of other British colonies.
People also moved from one colony to another within the British Empire in search of work on plantations or in mines. The family of the writer V. S. Naipaul emigrated from British India to Trinidad in the West Indies. In Prologue to an Autobiography, Naipaul describes his complex heritage: “There was a migration from India to be considered, a migration within the British Empire. There was my Hindu family, with its fading memories of India; there was India itself. And there was Trinidad, with its past of slavery, its mixed population, its racial antagonisms, and its changing political life.”

2. Exporting English

During its heyday as an empire-builder, Britain exported many goods, from cotton products and cricket bats to policies and laws. Undoubtedly, the most important British export was the English language itself. It traveled widely in the three centuries during which Britain ruled much of the world. The emergence of Britain’s former colony, the United States of America, as a superpower after World War II also contributed to the global dominance of English.

3. A Global Literature

Just as improvements and innovations in transportation and technology have enabled people from different countries to communicate more easily, the spread of the English language and British culture throughout the world has given rise to an international literature in English. The Nobel Prize in Literature serves as a yardstick to measure the increase in the number of writers throughout the world creating works in English. Before World War II, only one Nobel laureate writing in English, the Indian writer Rabindranath Tagore, was neither British, Irish, nor American. Since World War II, Nobel laureates writing in English include Patrick White from Australia, Nadine Gordimer and J. M. Coetzee from South Africa, Wole Soyinka from Nigeria, and Derek Walcott and V. S. Naipaul from the Caribbean.
4. Postmodernism

Postmodernism was born out of a dilemma. Postmodernism can thus be said to be a new cultural atmosphere in which the writer is inevitably aware of an open choice between tradition and experimentalism, rather than a continuation of Modernism or a reaction against it. Post-war novelists cannot escape the shadow of either Modernism or Victorianism and must accommodate both in their work. Some have produced a new synthesis –which is what is really characteristic of post-modernism– while others have openly acknowledged their allegiance to either literary tradition or experimentation.[image: image1.png]
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