Contemporary Literature: Some Key Conntexts

1944 

Education Act making secondary education compulsory

1945 

End of WWII:  Labour Govt.

1947

India wins independence. Partition of India and creation of Pakistan.

1948 

National Health Service; nationalization of industries

1951-64 Thirteen years of Conservative govt. under Harold Macmillain: 

‘You’ve never had it so good.’

1953

Queen Elizabeth II crowned

1954

ITV starts broadcasting

1955

Larkin becomes librarian at Hull University: [The Movement]:

the issue of regionalism: poets who deliberately distance 

themselves form perceived centres.

“It seems to me undeniable that up to this century literature used language in the way we all use it … The innovation of modernism  … consisted of doing the opposite. I don’t know why, I’m not an historian’ (Larkin Required Writing p.72)

‘All they wanted was to get back into civvies and get home to the wife and kids and for the rest of their lives not a thing was going to interfere with a nice cigarette and a nice view over the park.’ (Ted Hughes on the Movement – Walder p. 13)

1956

Suez Crisis: the demise of Britain as an imperial power (post-

colonial contexts) at the same time as encouragement of 

immigration throughout 50s; Robert Conquest  ed. New Lines: ‘Movement’ anthology.
1957

Richard Hoggart The Uses of Literacy
1958

CND founded

1962

A. Alvarez The New Poetry:

‘What poetry needs is a new seriousness … the poet’s ability to face the full range of his experience with full intelligence … psychology has left its mark on poetry. ‘ (p.28)

Includes American poets (esp in revised ed. (1966)): Robert Lowell, John Berryman, Anne Sexton, Plath.

1963

Expansion of Higher Education;

‘Sexual intercourse began/ In nineteen-sixty three/ (Which was rather late for me)/ Between the end of the Chatterley ban/ And the Beatles first LP’ (Larkin). 

Contraception;  the death of Syvia Plath.

1964

The Wilson govt: ‘the white heat of technology’ v devaluation.

1966
England wins the World Cup; Basil Bunting Brigflatts key link between Modernism and Post-Modernism/Contemporary poetry.
1967

Angela Carter The Magic Toyshop: wins John Llewellyn

Rhys Prize:

'a malign fairy tale' (The Literary Review Nov 1988)

'Almost all critics who have studied the emergence of the literary fairy tale ... agree that educated writers purposely appropriated the oral folk tale and converted it into a literary discourse ... so that children would become civilized according to the social code of the time.' (Jack Zipes Fairy Tales an d the Art of Subversion)

1968
Enoch Powell’s ‘Rivers of Blood’ speech:

‘We must be mad, literally mad, as a nation to be permitting the annual inflow of some 50,000 dependants, who are for the most part the material of the future growth of the immigrant descended population. It is like watching a nation busily engaged in heaping up its own funeral pyre. So insane are we that we actually permit unmarried persons to immigrate for the purpose of founding a family with spouses and fiancées whom they have never seen.’ (Freedom and Reality (Kingswood: Elliot Right Way Books, 1969) p.283)
First Booker Prize for contemporary novel.
1969
Radio One begins

1970s

Growth in Union power and National Front 

1970

Ted Hughes Crow

1972

Bloody Sunday in Northern Ireland; Seamus Heaney Wintering Out
1974
The Joint Stock Theatre Company founded in London by David Hare, Max Stafford-Clark and David Aukin.
1976

Students’ revolt in Soweto, South Africa; Caryl Churchill works with 



Joint Stock Theatre Group.
1977

Silver Jubilee; thee birth of punk

1978

Bloodaxe founded specifically to challenge perceived elitist/metropolitain 

view of poetry 

1979

Winter of discontent; Margaret Thatcher elected PM; the end of the post

war liberal consensus (?): ‘There is no such thing as society’.

1981

Mass unemployment; race riots

1982

The Nationaality Act curtails immigration; Falklands conflict; Greenham 

Common; Caryl Chruuchill Top Girls
1984
Miners Strike: representative of the decline of Unions and of Britain as an industrial power (see Tony Harrison’s V)

1987
Clause 28 outlawing ‘promotion’ of homosexuality in schoools

1989
Collapse of Berlin Wall;

Francis Fukayama ‘The End of History’:


‘What we may be witnessing is not just the end of the Cold War, or the passing of a particular period of post-war history, but the end of history as such: that is, the end point of mankind's ideological evolution and the universalization of Western liberal democracy as the final form of human government.’ (Summer 1989, The National Interest)
1990

End of the Cold War (end of history); Nelson Mandela released from 

prison in South Africa.the First Gulf War; the impact of Eastern European 

poetry (Holub, Ratushinskayya etc.); the introduction of Poll Tax in

England and Wales

1992
Creation of WWW v 


‘Certainly the novel is not in decline in publishing terms; indeed, it is a boom period. The number of works of fiction published each year doubled between 1950 and 1990.’ (Peter Childs Contemporary Novelists p.3)

1993
The New Poetry (Bloodaxe) eds. Hulse, Kennedy, Morley

1994
CoE ordains first women priests

1997
Blair New Labour Govt; J.K Rowling Harry Potter
1999
Ethnic cleansing in former Yugoslavia; Andrew Motion becomes Poet Laureate

2000
Zadie Smith White Teeth; Putin becomes President of Russia; human genome deciphered.

‘We are at a point in our work when we can no longer ignore empires and the imperial context in our studies. […] It is difficult to connect these different realms, to show the involvements of culture with expanding empires, to make observations about art that preserve its unique endowments and at the same time map its affiliations, but, I submit, we must attempt this, and set the art in the global, earthly context. Territory and possessions are at stake, geography and power. […] For the enterprise of empire depends upon the idea of having an empire, as [Joseph] Conrad so powerfully seems to have realized, and all kinds of preparations are made for it within a culture; then in turn imperialism acquires a kind of coherence, a set of experiences and a presence of ruler and ruled alike within the culture.’

Edward W. Said, Culture and Imperialism (London: Vintage, 1994), pp. 5, 10.

2001
September 11th attack on Twin Towers; Ian McEwan Atonment

2003
Second Gulf War

(Post)Modern and the Contemporary: Some thoughts

‘As a current ‘buzzword’, postmodernism increasingly appears in virtually every sphere of our culture and media. […] Although the term takes on very specific cultural significations within particular discourses, in its wider popular reception it appears to be a rather vague, nebulous, portmanteau word for everything that is more modern than modern. […] Postmodernism has acquired a semantic instability or a shifting meaning that shadows and echoes its notes of indeterminacy and instability.’ 

Tim Woods, Beginning Postmodernism (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1999), p. 3.

‘I will be writing about postmodernist artists, intellectual gurus, academic critics, philosophers, and social scientists in what follows, as if they were all members of a loosely constituted and quarrelsome political party. This party is by and large internationalist and ‘progressive’. It is on the left rather than the right, and it tends to see everything, from abstract painting to personal relationships, as political undertakings. It is not particularly unified in doctrine, and even those who have most significantly contributed to its manifestos sometimes indignantly deny membership – and yet the postmodernist party tends to believe that its time has come. It is certain of its uncertainty, and often claims that it has seen through the sustaining illusions of others, and so has grasped the ‘real’ nature of the cultural and political institutions which surround us.’ 

Christopher Butler, Postmodernism: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), p. 2.

‘Postmodernism does what modernism does, only in a celebratory rather than a repentant way. Thus, instead of lamenting the loss of the past, the fragmentation of existence and the collapse of selfhood, postmodernism embraces these characteristics as a new form of social existence and behaviour. The difference between modernism and postmodernism is therefore best seen as a difference in mood or attitude, rather than a chronological difference, or a different set of aesthetic practices.’ 

Tim Woods, Beginning Postmodernism (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1999), p. 8-9.

‘For all its vaunted  openness … postmodernism can be quite as exclusive … as the

orthodoxies it opposes … It is a thoroughly orthodox heterodoxy … which needs

bogeymen and straw targets in order to stay in business … It knows that knowledge is 

precarious and self-undoing, that authority is oppressive … with all the certainty of a Euclidean  geometer and all the authority of an Archbishop’

Terry Eagleton,  The Illusions of post-Modernism (Oxford: Blackwell, 1996), p 26

Postmodernism: A Glossary of Key Terms

Depthlessness: Postmodernism is often characterised as an art of surfaces and superficiality, reflecting consumer society’s obsession with the advertising image and the spectacle of celebrity, as in the work of Andy Warhol and other ‘Pop’ artists. Similarly, ‘depth’ models such as psychoanalysis and marxism, both of which attempt to reveal the ‘truth’ which lies hidden beneath appearances (conscious behaviour, bourgeois ideology), are increasingly replaced with the notion that there now exist nothing but multiple ‘surfaces’ of communication and exchange.

(Hi)story: For postmodernists it is important to recognise that History is not and never has been transparent or objective, but rather is only ever accessible to us through competing narrative versions of ‘what really happened’. This approach deliberately seeks to highlight the (non-identical) relationship between History (the course of events) and historiography (the writing of history). Historiographic metafiction refers to those postmodern novels which directly concern themselves with the overlap that exists between the writing of fiction (stories) and the writing of (hi)stories.

Intertextuality: Postmodern texts are often acutely self-reflexive, which is to say that they maintain a distinct awareness of their status as texts and often seem preoccupied with the textual representation of ‘reality’ rather than with direct access to that ‘reality’ itself. Moreover, many postmodernist writers believe that our access to reality is never immediate but always already mediated by some form of ‘textual’ representation or means of perception that keeps us forever at a distance from its ‘truth’. In this context, the representation of ‘reality’ becomes less important and interesting than an exploration of the ‘intertextual’ relationships that exist between the multiple and often contradictory representations of that reality.

Irony: Irony is obviously not a technique that is restricted to postmodern texts but which some theorists have seen as having an especially prominent and important role in the culture of postmodernism. Postmodern literary and cultural texts are often self-consciously ‘knowing’, revisiting earlier forms or conventions (landscape painting, the realist novel, classical architecture) but with irony rather than innocence, through techniques of dissimulation and parody.

Late Capitalism: Late or multinational capitalism refers to the current economic stage in the historic development of the capitalist system, and is often associated with flexible models of capital accumulation and labour sourcing on the one hand, and the commercial circuits of ‘consumer society’ on the other. For many Marxist critics, postmodernism is nothing more or less than the ‘cultural logic’ of late capitalism, the artistic and cultural counterpart to the increasingly rapacious economic policies and bullish militarism of Western political states.

Metafiction: Metafiction refers to those novels and short stories which provide a self-conscious critique of their own status as fictions, highlighting the narrative conventions and linguistic figures through which they are constructed. This sort of engagement with the politics of representation is fundamental to much postmodern fiction, which is often concerned to problematise assumptions about transparency, the functions of the author, narrator and reader, and the relationship between ‘fiction’ and ‘reality’. 

Metanarrative: Metanarratives (or ‘grand narratives’) are discursive frameworks or systems of thought which attempt to explain everything – History, human existence, social relationships, consciousness etc. – by way of an all-encompassing theory of human development. Prominent examples include Enlightenment rationality, Marxism, and virtually any of the major religions. Many postmodern theorists argue that these frameworks have not merely failed but that their totalising and teleological (end-orientated) natures are inherently tyrannical, preferring to focus instead upon ‘micronarratives’ that presuppose an experience of contingency, randomness, discontinuity, and radical difference.

Parody/Pastiche: Parody is the ironic or sarcastic imitation of another’s characteristics (physical, verbal, behavioural), a form of repetition or simulation that also deliberately distances itself from that which is reproduced in order to critique it, and this connection of complicity and critique has been seen as a defining characteristic of postmodern texts. Pastiche has been defined as form of ‘blank parody’, incorporating the same impulse towards mimicry and the reproduction of another’s characteristics but without the subversive political intent that is always present in parody.

Simulation: For many writers and theorists, postmodernism constitutes the historic moment in which reality has finally been succeeded by ‘hyperreality’, an elaborate simulation of that reality which has finally vanished. Whereas earlier periods of society were characterised by face-to-face communication or the dissemination of print culture, the massive expansion of the global electronic media means that our contemporary culture is now dominated by an increasingly digitalised ‘reality’ of simulations (‘reality’ television, the internet), signs of the real but without any ultimate referent.

