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Ruin, Reconstruction, and Revolution: 
The Anglo-American Novel Between the Wars 

 
Course Description: 
The period between World War I (1914-1918) and World War II (1939-1945) has been described as an 
“age of illusion,” a “community of the bereaved,” a “nightmare of reason” and even as an “unsanitary 
trough.” In the aftermath of World War I, many artists and intellectuals faced a world that seemed to 
be in ruins. Following the mass mobilization of total war, the mass death of attrition warfare, and the 
upheavals of communist revolution, creative thinkers of almost every political persuasion faced the 
challenge of re-imagining the possibilities and limitations of group membership. Models of collectivity–
including but not limited to fascism and socialism–proliferated in the postwar era. The unsettling epoch 
stimulated aesthetic innovations and ideological risks: modern writers often invoked ruin, 
reconstruction, and revolution in an effort to reconfigure relationships between classes, nations, and 
races. 
 
In this course, we will study canonical as well as controversial American and British fictions on interwar 
social crises. Celebrated theorist Mikhail Bakhtin was especially alert to the constraint and promise of 
the novel in his time, observing that â€œthe flowering of the novel is always connected with a 
disintegration of stable verbal-ideological systems [. . .].â€• Our discussions will encompass topics 
such as war and peace (Woolf & Hemingway), industry and ecology (Lawrence & Steinbeck), and 
fascism and democracy (Wright & Orwell). Selected critical, historical, and theoretical readings will 
address the contested issues, stylistic turns, and volatile regimes of the age. Furthermore, by linking 
modern literature with present-day concerns, we will consider the complex intersection of aesthetic 
production and social critique in the context of reflexive modernity. 
 
Why reread the novel between the World Wars in the light of current preoccupations? The outbreak of 
World War II rendered the interwar project of reconstruction a spectacular failure; moreover, the 
influential albeit troubling social agendas of many thinkers in this period were widely denounced after 
the Holocaust. Following the collapse of the Soviet Union (1989), Susan Buck-Morss judged in 2000 
that “[t]he construction of mass utopia was the dream of the twentieth century [. . .]. As the century 
closes, the dream is being left behind.” The resurgence of protest movements such as “Occupy Wall 
Street” suggests, however, that the questions raised by the interwar novel continue to resonate today. 
How do the fictions of the “lost generation” illuminate post-millennial struggles to re-envision 
“community” in the midst of protracted military conflicts, accelerating environmental degradation, and 
persistent civil divisions? 
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Required Texts: 
(subject to minor modifications) 

 Virginia Woolf, Mrs Dalloway (1925) 
 Ernest Hemingway, The Sun Also Rises (1926) 
 D. H. Lawrence, Lady Chatterley’s Lover (1928) 
 John Steinbeck, The Grapes of Wrath (1939) 
 Richard Wright, Native Son (1940) 
 George Orwell, Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949) 
 Critical Readings (TBA) 

Course Requirements: 
(subject to minor modifications) 

 Participation 
 Seminar Presentation 
 Annotated Bibliography 
 Final Essay 

 


