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Social Critique in British Literature 

 
Course Description: 
In this section of English 221, we will examine a series of texts since the eighteenth century that 
advance critiques of English culture, politics, and social attitudes. The period from 1700 to the present 
witnessed enormous and even revolutionary change. Britain transformed from a traditional society 
ruled by an old royal order and the aristocracy, a nation that was largely white and rural, to a modern, 
industrial and urban nation that still grapples with the problems of post-imperialism, ethnic diversity, 
and social inequality. The poems, plays, novels, and satires that we will examine react to these ongoing 
changes in many ways, sometimes despairing of England’s future, and sometimes hopeful of a better 
future. Among the questions we will address are the following: What features of English society have 
historically provoked the strongest reaction from its literary artists? What do these works imply about 
the nature of British nationhood and its ongoing challenges? What is the contribution of literary art to 
social awareness and changing national attitudes? We will also have to consider whether a Canadian 
readership can completely identify with these challenges, and what possibly makes Canada and Britain 
distinct. 
 
The course texts are divided between books available from the bookstore and a reading package. 
 
Required Texts: 

 Alexander Pope, “The Rape of the Lock” 
 Jonathan Swift, Gulliver’s Travels 
 William Blake, selected poems 
 Charles Dickens, Hard Times 
 Oscar Wilde, The Importance of Being Earnest, “Ballad of Reading Gaol” 
 George Bernard Shaw, Major Barbara 
 T. S. Eliot, selected poems 
 Virginia Woolf, “A Room of One’s Own” and Mrs. Dalloway 
 Harold Pinter, The Homecoming 
 David Dabydeen, selected poetry 
 Monica Ali, Brick Lane 

 


