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2010 Winter Session (2010-2011 Academic Year) 
ENGL 492A: Senior Honours Seminar – Research (3 credits) 
 
Instructor: Miguel Mota 
Section: 001 
Term: 1 
 

National Identities in Contemporary Britain 
 
Course Description: 
This course will explore various definitions of “Britain” and “Britishness” since the late 1970s, a period 
that has seen Great Britain attempting to negotiate its way, always ambivalently and anxiously, through 
its relationships with Europe, America, and its own colonial past.  The texts below in different ways all 
suggest that the manner in which people in Britain since the latter part of the 20th century have 
constructed national identities and come to understand themselves as national subjects are complex, 
various, and intersected with other understandings of identity.  They are, as well, implicated in 
different histories.  In this context, we will discuss such issues as place, language, ethnicity, gender, 
history, religion, values, traditions, in considering how an idea of a stable, essential, unified national 
British identity has been, and continues to be, contested on a number of fronts.  Given the terms of 
inquiry here, we will begin by concentrating on the Thatcher years.  The election of Margaret Thatcher 
in 1979 as prime minister ushered in a period of free markets, monetary control, privatization, and cuts 
in both spending and taxes, combined with a populist revival of the ‘Victorian values’ of self-help and 
nationalism.  Wilfully oblivious even to the long history of Britain as a site of contestation among the 
nations from which it was constructed, Thatcherism insisted instead on a vision of the unified 
nation.  Not surprisingly, we find a significant number of writers at the time rising up against the 
politics of moral populism and the return to a coherent, homogeneous Thatcherite definition of the 
nation state.  Though the precise terms of such a definition have shifted somewhat under New Labour, 
the exact constitution of British identity has continued to be a pressing, at times violent, issue in British 
society.  Through close readings of novels, poems, short stories, and screenplays, we will look, then, at 
‘Britain’ and ‘Britishness’ not as one imagined national identity but as a group of often competing 
communities seeking recognition of changed working terms for ‘England’ and ‘Britain’. 
 
Required Texts: 

 Martin Amis, Money 
 David Dabydeen, Slave Song 
 Kazuo Ishiguro, The Remains of the Day 
 Linton Kwesi Johnson, Selected Poems 
 Jackie Kay, The Adoption Papers 
 John King, England Away 
 Hanif Kureishi, My Beautiful Laundrette 
 Irvine Welsh, Trainspotting 
 Jeanette Winterson, Sexing the Cherry 



 
 

 

© No portion of this course description may be copied, used, or revised without explicit written permission from the Department of English. 

Course Requirements: 
Essay #1 (1,500 words), 25% 
Essay #2 (2,000 words), 35% 
Oral Presentation, 25% 
Class Participation and Attendance, 15% 


