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Eighteenth-Century Literature, Commercialism and Commodities 

 
Course Description: 
The eighteenth century marked the beginning of the modern capitalist economy. New wealth flooded 
British society as the empire expanded, the first banks were established, agriculture became 
increasingly mechanized, and manufacture gradually evolved towards the Industrial Revolution near 
the end of the century. An expanding middle-class, centered in the nation’s growing cities, gained 
increasing political power and economic clout in a nation filled with shops, changing fashions and a 
widening range of commodities from all over the world. These events also had a major impact on 
literature. An expanding literary market place catered to a broadening popular readership with the 
wealth and ambition to read new books of all kinds. Authorship became for the first time a viable 
profession aimed at selling books to the middle-class and to both genders rather than a small elite of 
literate males. In the face of socioeconomic change, literary styles transformed. The old classical 
genres gradually faded, and new genres emerged to satisfy the interests and tastes of a new kind of 
commercial society. This section of English 357 will examine these transformations, and the emergence 
of not only modern society, but of  modern literary forms and values precipitated by economic 
revolution. Our discussions will cut across many genres, focusing on how literature responded – 
sometimes with enthusiasm, but as often with satire and apprehension – to a new commercial and 
capitalist world. 
 
Required Texts: 

 Etherege, The Man of Mode 
 Vanbrugh, The Relapse 
 Gay, The Beggar’s Opera 
 Coventry, The History of Pompey the Little 
 Austen, Northanger Abbey 
 a selection of poetry by Dryden, Pope, Thomson, Duck, Grainger, Goldsmith, Blake and 

Wordsworth 

 


