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ENGL 490-011 - From Thatcher to Brexit: Defining Identities in 
Contemporary Britain - Miguel Mota 

Literature Majors Seminar 
Term 2 
Th, 9:30-11:30 a.m. 

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 we will be reading 
(or listening to) all suggest that the ways in which people in Britain 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 
our engagement with these texts, we will discuss such issues as place, language, ethnicity, gender, 
history, religion, values, and traditions, in order to consider how an idea of a stable, essential, unified 
national 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 of Britain 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 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, with its insistence on a homogeneous definition of the 
nation state. Though the precise terms of such a definition shifted somewhat under subsequent New 
Labour and Tory governments, more recently Brexit has reminded us that the constitution of national 
identity has continued to be a pressing, at times violent, issue in British society. Through close 
engagement with the texts on our list (poems, lyrics, plays, novels, and sound recordings), 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’. 

 


