
The Early Twentieth Century:
From 1900 to World War II

The first half of the twentieth century saw a fractur-
ing of almost every aspect of British life. At the

beginning of the century, Queen Victoria, monarch for
63 years, still reigned over a nation that had become the
world’s greatest economic and political power. Over the
course of the nineteenth century, the industrial revolu-
tion had transformed the economy and Great Britain
had become “factory to the world.” Despite a high level
of religious anxiety among the educated classes of the
late Victorian period, the established church retained its
authority over a God-fearing society. The working class
was not always contented with its lot—and with
reason—but the class hierarchy remained extraordinarily
stable. So, too, did gender roles; a small minority of
women was pressing to be given the vote, but they were
regarded as extremists by the vast majority of the
population. Expressions of sexuality were tightly cir-
cumscribed, and the possibility of having an orientation
other than heterosexual was unmentioned (except for
occasional veiled references to difficulties or scandals “of
the Oscar Wilde sort.”) And the British Empire had
reached its zenith. The vast dominions of Canada and
Australia had become semi-autonomous (in 1867 and
1901 respectively), but overwhelmingly their people
were proud to call themselves British subjects. Despite
a lively debate in the latter half of the nineteenth
century as to whether Britain’s imperial ambitions were
truly benefitting either the colonizers or the colonized,
the majority of British citizens were not “little England-
ers” looking to reduce Britain’s overseas commitments;
they were pleased that British rule extended over all of
India, a very large part of Africa, and a considerable
amount of the rest of the world. England was seen by
the English, in the words of the popular poet W.E.
Henley, as the “Chosen daughter of the Lord.” Britain
had certainly not been immune to change in the second
half the nineteenth century—indeed, many of the lines
along which twentieth-century society would fracture
were in place in the late Victorian era. Political and

ideological strains that would shake class structure were
already forming; categories of gender and sexuality were
already becoming far less stable than they had been a
decade or two earlier; and the “Aesthetes” had begun in
the 1890s to break free of characteristically Victorian
patterns of anxiety over the religious, the moral, and the
aesthetic. But for most British people the world in 1900
seemed recognizably the same world as that of 1850,
and Britain held a central place within it.

By 1950 that world had been distinctly altered. The
four years of World War I had resulted in the deaths of
millions and had had a catastrophic effect on the na-
tion’s spirit; the great economic depression of the 1930s
had bred poverty and despair; the seven years of World
War II had threatened Britain’s survival and left the
nation exhausted, even in victory; and immediately in
its wake, with Britain still physically and emotionally
devastated, had begun a new war, a “Cold War” against
the Soviet Union. Exhausted by these struggles, Britain
in 1950 had lost its place as the world’s leading power to
the United States. Daily life had been radically altered
by the radio, the telephone, and the automobile.
Church-going was in decline, and the nation was well
on its way to becoming a secular society. Though
Britain remained more class-conscious than North
America or Australia, the class structure itself had seen
great change; only the wealthy had servants, and all
social classes partook of the same culture to an unprece-
dented extent. The Labour Party government of Clem-
ent Attlee, elected in 1945 in a clean break from Win-
ston Churchill and the glorious but conservative path
that he represented, had for five years been building a
welfare state; this was Britain’s first avowedly socialist
government. “Votes for women”—to most minds a far-
fetched notion in 1900—had in 1950 been a reality for
over 30 years; women had done “men’s work” during
two long world wars, and were starting to wonder if
winning the vote might represent the beginning rather
than the end of the struggle for gender equality. Much
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The streets of London decorated for the Coronation of Edward VII, 1902. King Edward VII.

of Britain was as repressed sexually as it had been in
1900—but more and more people were starting to see
the awkwardness that surrounded sexual matters as an
obstacle to be overcome rather than as the expression of
a necessary and appropriate sense of modesty. And the
sun was rapidly setting on the British Empire. The
dominions were now fully independent and beginning
to drift away from the mother country culturally; India
had been partitioned in 1947 into two independent
nations; and in Britain’s African and Caribbean posses-
sions the stirrings of unrest that would lead to inde-
pendence had already begun. In literature Britain had in
the years between 1900 and 1950 undergone the
Modernist revolution.1 The sometimes fractured, some-

times free-flowing approaches to form that the poetry of
T.S. Eliot, the plays of Samuel Beckett, and the prose
fiction of James Joyce and Virginia Woolf represented
had not been taken up by the majority of writers. Yet
many serious writers in 1950 were aware of the ex-
panded possibilities of literary form that modernism had
revealed—and many wrote with a sense that the world
was not the ordered and coherent whole that it had been
widely assumed to be at the dawn of the twentieth
century. 

The Edwardian Period

If it is true to say that the first half of the twentieth
century may be characterized as a period in which the
old Britain and the old world broke apart, it is also true
that much of that fracturing did not begin to be readily
visible until the years after 1910. 1910 was marked by
the death of Edward VII, but more significantly this was
the time of the first explosions of Modernism—Cubism
in painting, Imagism in poetry, in music such ground-
breaking works as Stravinsky’s The Rite of Spring (1913).
With these began the fracturing of form that would
become a dominant theme in the cultural history of
much of the rest of the century. With 1914 came the

1 “Modernist” and “Modernism” are commonly used as umbrella
terms to describe a wide range of inter-connected intellectual and
aesthetic developments of the first half of the twentieth century that
occurred in France, Italy, the United States and other areas as well
as in Britain. A connecting thread is that expressions of Modernism
tend to shun the linear, the decorative, and the sentimental. They
tend too towards the presentation of reality fractured into its
component pieces—and conversely, towards a rejection of aesthetic
traditions through which reality is represented through the construc-
tion of conventionally unified wholes, through a single point of
view, or through a single, unbroken narrative. Modernism is
discussed more fully both later in this introduction and in a separate
“Contexts” section elsewhere in this volume.
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outbreak of World War I, and with 1915 and 1916—
the years of the gruesomely drawn-out battles of Ypres
and of the Somme—came a more visceral sense of
fracturing as the full horror of the war’s unprecedented
carnage began to sink home. 

The deaths of Victoria in 1901 and of her son
Edward nine years later have often been seen as defining
moments in the change from the Victorian to the
modern world. Edwardian Britain liked to see itself as
highly distinct from its Victorian predecessor. And
certainly there were some changes; architectural style
became rather less ornate, for example, and social style
rather less formal. But at its core the Edwardian era was
as much a continuation from the Victorian one as a
break with it. Established religion, a hierarchy of social
class, a largely inflexible set of attitudes towards gender
roles, a complacent confidence in Britain’s dominant
position in the world—all these remained largely
unchanged.

A sternwheel steamer and trading canoes at Okopedi
on the Eyong River, Nigeria, 1909. Nigeria was
among the last British possessions to be governed
through a trading company; in 1900, control was
transferred from the Royal Niger Company to the
government, and the territory became the Protect-
orate of Southern Nigeria. The Niger Company
continued as the leading trading entity in the region.

In some respects a “Victorian” sense of Empire
carried on into the 1920s and 1930s. Here Queen
Mary (wife of George V) is shown visiting the
Burma pavilion at the British Empire Exhibition,
London, 1924. Though some complained that the
Exhibition’s strongly patriotic flavor was excessively
self-congratulatory, it was highly popular with most
Londoners. 

In the literary world Victorian traditions were being
carried forward by novelists such as George Moore and
Arnold Bennett, dramatists such as Arthur Wing Pinero,
and poets such as Robert Bridges and W.E. Henley, the
immensely popular author of “Invictus” and “Pro Rege
Nostro” (“England, My England”). And even much of
the literature that we now think of as recognizably
modern may as readily be seen as connecting with that
of the late Victorian era as anticipating the later litera-
ture of the century. The prose fiction of Joseph Conrad,
for example, with its laying bare of the dark corners of
the human soul (and of the dark realities of colonial-
ism), touches the nerves of the reader in ways that we
think of as distinctively modern. Indeed, the cry “that
was no more than a breath” of the dying ivory agent
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Kurtz in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness (1899, 1902)— “The
horror! The horror!”—is often regarded as a defining
expression of the anguish that came to be felt as character-
istic of the twentieth century. And some of Conrad’s
narrative techniques break ground that would become
heavily tilled in the twentieth century; through layering of
viewpoints (stories within stories, multiple narrators)
Conrad found ways to create a narrative density that at
once intensifies and destabilizes the reader’s experience of
the events being recounted. But Conrad was an extraordi-
nary innovator, not a revolutionary; however original, the
threads of most of his fiction are still woven through a
storytelling art that draws on the conventions of fiction
writing that held sway through the nineteenth cen-
tury—conventions of realism through which implausible
coincidences or exotic adventures could be made believ-
able to the reader. As a New York Times reviewer put it in
1903, “the adventures he describes are little short of
miraculous and are laid among scenes wholly alien to
commonplace life, [but] they are wrought into a tissue of
truth so firm and so tough as to resist the keenest scepti-
cism.… Not even his Kurtz, the man of impenetrable
darkness of soul, is either a bloodless or an incredible
figure.”

The novelist E.M. Forster is recognizably an author
of the twentieth century in his treatment not only of the
sexual (see below for a discussion of his novel Maurice)
but also of the spiritual; his approach to the spiritual
realities that transcend everyday life connects to the
work of later twentieth-century writers such as Elizabeth
Bowen, Graham Greene, and Kazuo Ishiguro.  And in
some stylistic respects (notably, the shifting, ironic
narrative voice of A Passage to India [1924]), his fiction
has affinities with modernism. But the texture of his
work—most notably of the novels A Room With a View
(1908) and Howard’s End (1910)—is woven of nuances
of social interaction and of subtle modulations of
feeling, and relates at least as strongly to the conventions
of Victorian realism as it does to those of Modernism.
Forster is above all a social novelist, whose work recog-
nizably connects with the traditions of his nineteenth-
century predecessors. 

Much of H.G. Wells’s fiction was forward-looking
in a more precise sense. Beginning in 1895 with the

publication of The Time Machine, and continuing with
The Island of Dr. Moreau (1896), The Invisible Man
(1897), and The War of the Worlds (1898), Wells had
founded the genre of science fiction as we still know it
today. He continued in this vein in the new century
with such works as The First Men in the Moon (1901)
and The War in the Air (1908). But in the style of his
fiction Wells, too, was a traditional storyteller. And,
though he is remembered today primarily for his science
fiction, he wrote in a vein of social comedy with at least
as much frequency, and with even greater success in his
own lifetime. Love and Mr. Lewisham (1900), Kipps: The
Story of a Simple Soul (1905), and The History of Mr.
Polly (1910) are comic novels that draw on Wells’s own
struggles, in painting an entertaining but strongly
critical picture of the English social class system.

Like many writers of the time—playwright George
Bernard Shaw perhaps most prominent among them—
Wells became a committed socialist in the early years of
the twentieth century. The chief vehicle of socialist
response in Britain at the time was the Fabian society,
founded in 1884 to promote evolutionary socialism (thus
disavowing violent class struggle). The Fabian Society,
led by Shaw, Sidney Webb, and Beatrice Potter Webb,
was instrumental in forming the Labour Representation
Committee in 1900; that committee, with substantial
input as well from the Trades Union Congress, trans-
formed itself into a political party in 1906, and over the
course of the next generation the Labour Party managed
to displace the Liberal Party as the main political
alternative to Britain’s Conservative Party. Mrs Warren’s
Profession is among the earliest of a long series of plays
that give dramatic life to Shaw’s progressive views;
among its most memorable successors are Major Barbara
(1905) and Pygmalion (1913). Shaw continued to write
for the stage well into the 1920s (and lived until 1950),
but he too expressed a powerful sense of change more in
the content of his work than in its form. And other
writers of the Edwardian era—including novelists and
dramatists of thoroughly modern views such as Sarah
Grand, Ella Hepworth Dixon, and Cicely Hamilton (all
of whom expressed their strong feminist views through
their work), for the most part structured their texts in
traditional ways.
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Members of a slum-dwelling family in London, c. 1913. Though Britain was the world’s
wealthiest nation, the poor often lived in appalling conditions of hardship.

David Lloyd George, 1906. Lloyd George was a
leading advocate of the interests of the working class
in the early years of the century. As Chancellor of
the Exchequer, he introduced the “Peoples’ Budget”
of 1909, calling for new taxes on the better-off to
pay for measures to improve the lot of the poor,
including an old age pension. The Old Age Pensions
Act was resisted so strongly by the House of Lords
that the Liberal Government acted to reduce the
power of the House; both that Act and the
Parliament Act, which established the supremacy of
the House of Commons, became law in 1911. Lloyd
George was also responsible for the National
Insurance Act (1911), which provided some protec-
tion for workers who lost earnings through illness or
unemployment. 
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Workers share a paper to read the news during the
General Strike of 1926. The condition of the
working class had improved somewhat by the
1920s, but in some sectors—notably coal mining—
efforts were being made to roll back improvements
in wages and working conditions. The 1926 General
Strike in support of the coal miners lasted nine days.

The World Wars

As Lord Earl Grey, the British Foreign Secretary,
watched the streetlights being lit from his office window
one evening just before the outbreak of war in August
1914, he is famously reported to have remarked to a
friend, “The lamps are going out all over Europe; we
shall not see them lit again in our lifetime.” At the time
such thinking went against the grain; at the outset of the
“Great War,” many in England firmly expected their
soldiers to be home before Christmas. But over the next
thirty years many came to believe that the moment at
which the First World War broke out had heralded
nothing less than the collapse of civilization as it had
long been known. At the outset of the Second World
War in 1940, George Orwell adopted this vein of
apocalyptic pessimism in his long essay “Inside the
Whale”: 

The war of 1914–1918 was only a heightened
moment in an almost continuous crisis. At this date
it hardly needs a war to bring home to us the
disintegration of our society and the increasingly
helplessness of all decent people. … While I have
been writing this book another European war has
broken out. It will either last several years and tear
western civilization to pieces, or it will end
inconclusively and prepare the way for yet another
war that will do the job once and for all.

Western civilization has proved to be rather more
resilient than Orwell had feared, but his view of the
period beginning in 1914 as “an almost continuous
crisis” is now widely shared by historians; increasingly
the two world wars of the twentieth century are being
seen as part of a continuum. From more than one angle
this makes sense. In both wars, Britain and her Empire/
Commonwealth allies, joined belatedly by the United
States, were fighting against a militaristic and expansion-
ist Germany. In both wars much of the rest of the world
was drawn into the conflict, though there was no
parallel in World War I to the crucial importance of the
Pacific theater and the struggle between the Allies and
Japan in World War II. 

The two wars are also linked through a chain of
causation. Though all authorities agree that both wars
had multiple causes, it is also universally agreed that one
vitally important cause of the Second World War was
the decision by the allies after World War I to demand
reparations—a decision that had the effect in the short
term of crippling Germany economically—and that had
the even more pernicious effect over the longer term of
so embittering the German people as to make a majority
highly receptive to Hitler’s appeals to nationalism,
expansionism, anti-Semitism, and hate. The British
economist John Maynard Keynes had been among those
prescient enough to foresee the problem early on. In his
chapter on “Europe after the Treaty” in The Economic
Consequences of the Peace (1919), he summarized the
matter with blunt eloquence:

This chapter must be one of pessimism. The treaty
includes no provisions for the economic
rehabilitation of Europe—nothing to make the
defeated … into good neighbours, nothing to
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The Western Front in World War I, 1915. 

stabilise the new states of Europe; … Nor does it
promote in any way a compact of economic
solidarity amongst the Allies themselves … It is an
extraordinary fact that the fundamental economic
problem of a Europe starving and disintegrating
before their eyes, was the one question in which it
was impossible to arouse the interest of the Four
[powers that imposed the peace treaty]. 

Hitler’s eventual rise to power, then, was partly fueled
by the hardships imposed on the Germans by the Allies
at the conclusion of World War I. 

If there are similarities and connections between the
two world wars, there are also important differences.
There are differences in the way the wars were fought,
to start with—the trench warfare, stagnation, and
machine gun carnage of World War I contrasts with the
tanks, submarines, airplanes, and bombs of World War
II. There is usually also agreed to be a substantial
difference in the moral context in which the two wars
were fought. Many have suggested that ethically there

Londoners sleeping in the Elephant and Castle
underground station during the bombing raids of
1940. These raids, popularly referred to as “the
Blitz,” were intended by the Nazis to “soften up” the
English in preparation for a German invasion.
Though much of London (and of other cities) was
destroyed, the efforts of the British Air Force against
superior numbers in what came to be known as the
“Battle of Britain” were highly successful, and Hitler
eventually decided against attempting an invasion of
the British Isles; only the two Channel Islands fell to
the Nazi forces. The Battle of Britain during the
Blitz subsequently became a defining event in the
British national consciousness.

was little to choose between the two sides in World War
I—that the essential nature of the conflict was simply a
power struggle between Britain and Germany as co-
aggressors. And it has often (and rightly) been suggested
that the tangle of old world alliances that existed prior
to the First World War did much to facilitate the sort of
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stumbling into war that occurred in the wake of the
assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria on
28 June 1914. In fact there probably was to some degree
a legitimate moral case to be made on the side of Britain
at the outset of World War I—much as the jingoism of
the time on all sides may now strike us as repulsive.
There is no question, though, that the moral imperative
that lay behind the Allies’ decision to go to war with
Germany in 1939 was far stronger than it was at any
time during World War I. Nazi atrocities against the
Jews had in 1939 not yet reached their full extent, but
already Hitler had shown that he was a dictator willing
to persecute minorities ruthlessly and to invade
neighboring countries on the flimsiest of pretexts.

This image of the 1940 Battle of Britain was taken
from the cockpit of a German fighter plane. It
shows a British Hurricane fighter with its left wing
torn off; the wing is visible in the top right of the
photo, and the pilot, parachuting to safety, is seen in
the top left. 

World War II, then, was driven far more
persuasively than was the first by a moral imperative,
and there was thus much less of a disconnect than there
had been in World War I between idealistic calls for
sacrifice and the reality as it was sensed by the ordinary
soldier; few looked at Nazi Germany in the autumn of
1939 with the detached tone that the poet W.H. Auden
famously adopted in “September 1, 1939" in seeking to
explain the phenomenon of Hitler, the “psychopathic
god”: “Those to whom evil is done / Do evil in return.”
To most it seemed clear that both in the case of Hitler
as an individual and in the case of the people of Nazi
Germany as a whole, the evil that was being done was
far disproportionate to whatever evil had been commit-
ted against them. (Even today, many who admire
Auden’s poem as an affirmation of the humane in the
face of the more basely human and in the face of war as
a general proposition find the feelings the poem
expresses odd or inappropriate in the moral context of
World War II.)    

A crucial difference between the experience of
World War I and II was that in World War II the
horrors of war had less shock value. Paul Fussell, whose
The Great War and Modern Memory is a landmark study
of the connections between wartime experience and
literature, was a soldier himself in World War II; by the
time of World War II, as he put it, “we didn’t need to
be told by people like Remarqué [author of All Quiet on
the Western Front] and Siegfried Sassoon how nasty war
was. We knew that already, and we just had to pursue it
in a sort of controlled despair. It didn’t have the ironic
shock value of the Great War.” It should perhaps not
surprise us, then, that the body of serious literature that
arose directly from the experience of World War II
turned out to be slighter than the body of such literature
that emerged during and after World War I. Certainly
works such as Robert Graves’s Goodbye to All That,
Siegfried Sassoon’s Memoirs of an Infantry Officer, David
Jones’s In Parenthesis, and the poetry of Wilfred Owen,
Isaac Rosenberg, and others all seem to have secured a
place in the canon of British literature, whereas few if
any works emerging directly out of the combat
experience of World War II have staked such a claim.
Indeed, Auden’s “September 1, 1939” and Virginia
Woolf’s Between the Acts are among the few works still
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Brighton Rock (1938), Graham
Greene’s “entertainment” about the
lives of young British gangsters, was
first issued in a Penguin paperback
in 1943. The price of 2 shillings is
equivalent to a little under £4 in UK

2012 currency.

Notice from copyright page of a 1945 printing of the
paperback edition of Mazo de la Roche’s Jalna, one
volume of the family saga that has remained extra-
ordinarily popular from its publication in 1927.

widely read from that time on themes that relate to the
experience of the war even tangentially.

Two aspects of the 1939–45 conflict have come to
be seen as defining elements of twentieth-century
experience. The first of these was the planned extermi-
nation of an entire people—the event that resulted in
the murder of approximately six million Jews (as well as
significant numbers of other groups deemed “undesir-
ables” by the Nazis, notably homosexuals and Roma),
and that has come to be known as “The Holocaust.”
The second is the use of the atomic bomb against Japan
by the United States in 1945—and the consequent
dawning among the world’s population of an awareness
that humans now had the capacity to destroy the entire
human race. From those most horrific aspects of World
War II has emerged a literature that will surely be lasting
(including the works of Primo Levi, the diaries of Anne
Frank, John Hersey’s Hiroshima)—but few if any of its
most important works are by British writers. 

As in World War I, however, there was a rich body
of literary work produced in Britain during World War
II that was not directly about the war. Works of this sort
in the years 1914–18 include T.S. Eliot’s Prufrock and
Other Observations (1917) and James Joyce’s Portrait of
the Artist as a Young Man (1916).1 In the years 1939–45,
the list of such works is both long and remarkably
diverse, and includes the exuberant verse of Dylan
Thomas’s The Map of Love (1939); Eliot’s Four Quartets
(which he regarded as his finest work); many of Auden’s
finest lyrics, including “Lay Your Sleeping Head, My
Love,” “Musee des Beaux Arts,” and “Song (As I
Walked Out One Evening)” (all first published in
1940); the bubbling hilarity of Noel Coward’s play
about the afterlife, Blithe Spirit (1942); the memorably
self-deprecating and socially observant light comedy of
Monica Dickens’s memoir One Pair of Hands (1939);
now-classic  memoirs by Vera Brittain (Testament of
Friendship, 1940) and Flora Thompson (Lark Rise to
Candleford, 1940); Joyce Cary’s novel of the memorable

1 See below under “Modernism” for a discussion of these authors.
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artist and outsider Gulley Jimson, The Horse’s Mouth
(1944); Graham Greene’s tragic novel of a disillusioned
“whisky priest” in revolutionary Mexico, The Power and
the Glory (1940); and two very different but equally
devastating fictional treatments of the horrors of
totalitarian communism, Arthur Koestler’s grim novel
of the suffering endured by a “deviationist,” Darkness at
Noon (1940), and Orwell’s fable of a collectivist society
that comes to be based on the principle that “all animals
are equal, but some are more equal than others,” Animal
Farm (1945). In writing the following comments in
1940 about the literature of World War I, Orwell clearly
also had World War II in mind:

In 1917 there was nothing a thinking and sensitive
person could do, except remain human, if possible.
… By simply staying aloof and keeping in touch
with pre-war emotions, Eliot [in publishing Prufrock
in 1917] was carrying on the human heritage.… So
different from bayonet drill! After the bombs and
the food queues and the recruiting posters, a human
voice! What a relief!  

Marx, Einstein, Freud, and Modernism

Several towering figures in the intellectual and cultural
life of the twentieth century played a key part in shaping
the world view according to which human life was
subject to forces over which, individually, humans could
have little control, and of which they would often be
entirely unaware. The first of these figures—Karl
Marx—died 17 years before the end of the nineteenth
century. But his vision of economic forces and class
struggles saturated with historical inevitability continued
to shape political and social attitudes (as well as a good
many literary ones) throughout the twentieth century.
An intellectual underpinning derived from Marx is, to
a large extent, what differentiates the attitudes of social
realist writers such as Shaw, Wells, and George Gissing
from those of predecessors such as Charles Dickens and
Elizabeth Gaskell. Much as Dickens and Gaskell had
deplored the conditions of inequality that beset Victo-
rian Britain, they believed that the actions and the
goodwill of individual human beings could ameliorate
social problems. The approach of 1890s and early

twentieth-century socially progressive writers, in con-
trast, derived largely from the Marxist view that individ-
uals are typically caught in a web of large social and
economic forces over which they have no control; that
class oppression is a systemic matter; and that mass
struggle and political action (rather than appeals to the
higher natures of the ruling classes) are the appropriate
means of bringing about a better world. Thus for Shaw,
for example, the “fundamental condition of the exis-
tence” of prostitution was that “a large class of women
are more highly paid and better treated as prostitutes
than they would be as respectable women.” The activist
writer and publisher  Nancy Cunard was equally alert to
the interactions of class, gender, money—and race.
Author of some of a number of important essays on
colonialism (and publisher of such key modernist works
as Samuel Beckett’s Whoroscope and Pound’s Cantos),
Cunard spoke of the British Empire in unvarnished
terms of class and race as few had before: when writing
in Negro of the system of British rule in Jamaica, for
example, she understood it clearly as having been
purposefully structured as “white at the top, mulatto in
the centre and back at the bottom of the economic and
social scale” so as to rule by dividing “the peoples of
African and semi-African descent.”1 

If the socially progressive literature of the early
twentieth century had intellectual underpinnings
derived largely from Marx, the intellectual underpin-
nings of twentieth-century modernist literature are
intimately connected with the ideas of physicist Albert
Einstein, of philosophers of language such as Bertrand
Russell, and of the psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud.
Einstein’s paper, “The Electrodynamics of Moving
Bodies” (1905), later to become known as his Special
Theory of Relativity, posited that both time and motion
are not absolute but rather relative to the observer. In
the same year he completed his thesis on “A New
Determination of Molecular Dimension,” a major step
forward in the development of quantum theory in
which he postulated (among other things) that light was

1 The activist … descent Cunard was greatly assisted in these
endeavors by George Padmore (1902–59), a Trinidadian-born writer
and  activist who later lived in the United States and in Britain and
who played an important role in various progressive causes in the
1930s. A strong pan-Africanist, Padmore eventually became personal
advisor to Kwame Nkrumah, Ghana’s first President.
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both waves and tiny particles of light quanta, or pho-
tons. Much as they may have been imperfectly under-
stood, the broad outlines of Einstein’s theories became
widely disseminated in subsequent years, and clearly
contributed to a growing sense of a world that was being
discovered to be in a far less stable form that it had been
thought.

New language-based trends in analytic philosophy
were also undermining certainties. The ideas developed
by Gottlob Frege, Bertrand Russell, and Ludwig Witt-
genstein in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
century had the effect of destabilizing what had been
thought of as largely fixed relationships between words
and meanings. The focus of these philosophers was on
analyzing the content of what we mean when we make
statements, whether they be statements referring to
objects in the “real” world or statements involving
claims of a more abstract sort. They endeavored to
design symbolic systems that could convey meaning
more reliably than words, for their work suggested that
relationships between a word and a presumed referent
were exceedingly complex and inherently unstable;
Wittgenstein’s work, in particular, suggested that it was
in the nature of language for words to float largely free
of fixed referents in any world of “objective truth.”
Indeed, Wittgenstein suggested in his groundbreaking
1921 work Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus that “Lan-
guage disguises thought. So much so, that from the
outward form of the clothing it is impossible to infer the
form of the thought beneath it, because the outward
form of the clothing is not designed to reveal the form
of the body, but for entirely different purposes.” 

The perceived unreliability and instability of lan-
guage and of meaning affected the realm of ethics as
much as it did those of metaphysics and epistemology,
and from about 1910 onward, moral relativism was a
subject of lively debate. (G.E. Moore’s Ethics, an influ-
ential attempt to hold such relativism at bay, was
published in 1912; T.S. Eliot read a paper on “The
Relativity of the Moral Judgement” in the Cambridge
rooms of his friend Bertrand Russell in 1915.) Russell
became famous as a result of his pacifism (for which he
was jailed in 1918), his efforts to undermine the author-
ity of Christianity over Western society, and his chal-
lenge to societal constrictions on sexual behavior. But

the changes that he helped to bring about to the founda-
tions of analytic philosophy may have been even more
revolutionary—and more influential in the literary
realm—than his shocking views on social issues.

Just as important as the work of Marx, Einstein, or
the philosophers of language to the intellectual shape of
the twentieth century was that of several explorers of the
human psyche. Of these, pride of place is traditionally
accorded to Sigmund Freud, an Austrian psychiatrist
who advanced revolutionary notions of the importance
and complexity of sexuality in the human psyche, and of
the importance of the unconscious in human thought
and behavior. Both notions had an enormous effect on
twentieth-century intellectual life in general and on
imaginative literature in particular, as writers sought
ways to represent sexuality as a much more central
element of human experience than had been the habit
of the Victorians, and sought ways in which to represent
the richness of the human unconscious.1

Another key pioneer in the study of the human
mind was the American William James (brother of
novelist Henry James). Among James’s most important
contributions was his conceptualization of the fluidity of
consciousness. James entitled a chapter in his Principles
of Psychology (1892) “The Stream of Consciousness,”
beginning by observing that “within each personal
consciousness states are always changing” and that “each
personal consciousness is sensibly continuous.” The
connections between the ideas of James and twentieth-
century literary developments are not difficult to
discern. Most obviously, the “stream of consciousness”
technique of prose fiction that features so prominently
in core Modernist texts such as Dorothy Richardson’s
Pilgrimage (1915–67), Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway
(1925), and James Joyce’s Ulysses (1922) represents a

1 Though Freud’s important work began in the 1890s, he began to
become well known in the English-speaking world only after 1910,
with the publication of a series of lectures he had given at Clark
University in the United States on The Origin and Development of
Psychoanalysis. Of his most important works, The Interpretation of
Dreams (1900) was translated in 1913, The Psychopathology of
Everyday Life (1901) in 1914; soon after, his work came to the
attention of the Bloomsbury Group in England, and both Leonard
Woolf and Lytton Strachey wrote reviews of or commentaries on
Freud’s work. (In the 1920s the Woolfs’ Hogarth Press became for
a time the leading publisher of English translations of Freud’s work.)
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new form of realism that is psychological rather than
social in character. These writers aim at an increased
awareness of the ways in which the mind associates freely,
in which “irrelevant” thoughts may connect with re-
pressed impulses or emotions that are central to the
psyche, and in which unpredictable but meaningful
details are constantly jostling together with the quotidian.

A similar apparent disconnectedness is also an
obvious feature of Modernist poetry—most obviously in
the disjunctions that characterize many of the poems of
Ezra Pound and T.S. Eliot. To be sure, many have
argued persuasively that a unity both of thought and of
feeling emerges from the extended allusive density of
poems such as The Waste Land. But it is abundantly
clear that any such unity is very different in character
from the  unity that emerges, say, from a defining long
poem of the Victorian period such as Tennyson’s In
Memoriam, just as whatever unity emerges from Joyce’s
Ulysses is very different in character from that of the
classic realism of Victorian novels such as George Eliot’s
Middlemarch or Anthony Trollope’s The Way We Live
Now.   

Less frequently discussed is the modernity of Eliot’s
later poetry—most notably, Four Quartets (1935– 43),
an extended poetic expression of the search for meaning
and truth in a context of instability. Much as the poem
is infused with the Anglo-Catholicism to which Eliot
had converted in 1927, it is also deeply colored by the
sorts of destabilizing awareness that were so central to
the habits of thought that came to the fore in the first
half of the twentieth century. The poet continually
struggles to conceptualize the movements of time, but
finds that 

Words strain,
Crack, and sometimes break, under the burden,
Under the tension, slip, slide, perish, 
Decay with imprecision, will not stay in place,
Will not stay still.

Samuel Beckett, one of the first to appreciate that
most disconnected of all Joyce’s works, Finnegan’s Wake
(1939), became the last great figure of Modernist
literature. It was Beckett, above all, who pioneered the
expression in action of the psychological insights of
Modernism and the despair that so often accompanied

them. It is perhaps the case that “action” should here be
put in quotation marks, however, for Beckett’s plays—
perhaps most notably Waiting for Godot (1952), Krapp’s
Last Tape (1958), and Endgame (1957)—are informed
by an unprecedented awareness of the degree to which
a lack of action may be as expressive as action, just as
silences may be as expressive as words. Beckett extended
the Modernist project in his prose fiction as well as in
his plays—and in French as well as in English through
to the 1970s; it is perhaps due more to his influence
than that of any of the other great figures of Modernism
that ripples from the Modernist tradition have contin-
ued to radiate in British literature even into the twenty-
first century.

A common tendency is to assume that what is
aesthetically revolutionary will substantially overlap with
what is politically revolutionary (or at least with what is
progressive). In fact there is no necessary connection
between the two—and, indeed, a striking feature of
twentieth-century Modernism is that many of its key
figures were politically conservative or even reactionary.1

During his lifetime, T.S. Eliot was probably almost as
influential for his political, religious, and cultural
conservatism as he was for his revolutionary aesthetic.
Writer and artist Wyndham Lewis, whose concept of
Vorticism was for a time central to the intellectual
currents of Modernism, embraced political views that
could fairly be characterized as reactionary rather than
conservative. Ezra Pound, for his part, who was even
more revolutionary than Eliot in his Modernist aes-
thetic, ended even further to the right politically—
notoriously lending his support to the fascist cause, and
calling for the extermination of Jews during World War
II. Eliot and Pound were also far from progressive in
their attitudes on gender and sex; many have suggested
that a dark sense of sexuality is a fundamental aspect of
Eliot’s world view—and almost as many have suggested
that a disturbing element of misogyny lurks not far
below the surface of much of his writing (his early
writing in particular).

1 The roots of this conservatism are in part to be found in various
nineteenth-century political and ideological developments—
especially a strain of ultra-conservatism in France that developed in
the second half of the century and that connects both with Pound
and the Symbolists and with twentieth-century fascisms. 
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Leading modernist women writers, by contrast,
more often combined the freedom of modernist forms
with progressive, unconventional, or even revolutionary
political and social views. The futurist poet Mina Loy,
for example, was a strong feminist and decidedly left of
center politically; Nancy Cunard was a pioneer of left-
of-center class analysis as well as of modernist publish-
ing; and Virginia Woolf, though she rarely shared the
unqualified sense of political conviction that came to
motivate her husband Leonard (who ran for Parliament
as a Labour Party candidate in 1920), was herself not
only a powerful voice for feminism but also a Labour
Party member and a supporter of a variety of socialist
and progressive causes.

It was Woolf who famously assigned a specific point
in time to the great change that Modernism represented:
“on or about December 1910,” she commented in a
1924 essay (excerpted in the “Modernism” Contexts
section in this volume), “human character changed.”
She was, of course, exaggerating for effect; few in her era
were more acutely aware of how erratically change may
occur, and of the ways in which the characteristics of
one era may extend into the next. In that connection it
is worth reminding ourselves that, much as the Modern-
ism of Eliot, Joyce, and Woolf has come to take on the
character of the defining spirit of British literature in the
1910s and 1920s, its centrality was far from obvious at
the time. For every admirer of the Cubist paintings of
Picasso and Braque, there were many who reacted with
contempt or ridicule. For every gallery-goer who was
stirred by the modernist sculptures of Jacob Epstein
(such as the young colonial P.K. Page, as recounted in
her poem “Ecce Homo”), there were many chuckling
over the way in which such sculpture was lampooned in
the pages of the satirical magazine Punch. And for every
dedicated reader of The Waste Land or To the Lighthouse
there were dozens of readers of the ballads of Robert
Service, and of the traditionally structured novels of
Arnold Bennett and John Galsworthy. Not until 1948
and 1969 respectively were T.S. Eliot and Samuel
Beckett awarded the Nobel Prize for literature; the only
British writers to receive the award before 1940 were
Rudyard Kipling (1907), W.B. Yeats (1923), George
Bernard Shaw (1925), and Galsworthy (1932). 

Illustration by Ernest H. Shepard from the chapter
“The Further Adventures of Toad” in Kenneth
Grahame’s The Wind in the Willows (1908). The
early decades of the twentieth century are remem-
bered for the dawn of Modernism, but they were
also something of a golden age for children’s litera-
ture; in addition to Grahame’s work, Sir J.M.
Barrie’s Peter Pan (1906), Lucy Maud Montgom-
ery’s Anne of Green Gables (1908), and A.A. Milne’s
Winnie the Pooh (1926) and The House at Pooh
Corner (1928) all remain popular classics.

The Place of Women

As well as being a central figure of Modernism in the
British literary tradition, Woolf is central to what is
arguably the most important historical development of
the twentieth century, the attempt to free women from
the dense network of social, economic, and legal restric-
tions that had always ensured male dominance and
control. If To the Lighthouse (1927) and Mrs. Dalloway
(1925), with their psychological realism, are key docu-
ments of Modernism, A Room of One’s Own (1929) is a
key document of the struggle by women in the twenti-
eth century for full equality. Woolf’s call for change,
and also her evocation of personal experience in a male-
dominated social and literary milieu, continue to
resonate with readers in the present century.
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Illustration accompanying the article “Presentation
Day at London University,” by “A Lady Graduate”
in The Girl’s Own Paper, July 1898. The University
of London had begun to admit women as full degree
students at the undergraduate level in 1878.

 

As the twentieth century opened, women were still
second-class citizens in almost every respect—unable to
vote, subject to a variety of employment limitations,
restricted for the most part from higher education, and
restricted too in myriad intangible ways by social nuance
and convention. Oppression in the workplace in the
context of the industrial revolution has long been widely
acknowledged; at least as pervasive in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries was the exploitation of
retail workers, as the Report of the Royal Commission
on Labour detailed: 

The maximum salary in addition to board and
lodging ever paid to women in the shop working 70
3/4 hours was stated at 35 to 40 shillings [equivalent
to roughly £200 in 2012]; in the other shops 30

shillings was stated as the maximum salary ever
given. The girls declared that they had nothing to
complain of, except the long hours of work and the
short time allowed for meals, which had seriously
affected their health. No one closed earlier than
11:00 p.m. on Saturdays, 9:30 on Fridays, and 9:00
on Mondays, Tuesdays, and Wednesdays, beginning
in each case at 8:30 a.m. 

For decades, those in the suffrage movement and
other women’s groups struggled to bring change. In
1903, Emmeline Pankhurst, together with others
frustrated with the pace of change and with the “lady-
like” tone of the protests by other women’s groups,
formed The Women’s Social and Political Union,
taking as their motto “Deeds Not Words.” As Pankhurst
recalled in 1914, 

From the very first, in those early London days,
when … we were few in numbers and very poor in
purse, we made the public aware of the woman
suffrage movement as it had never been before. We
adopted Salvation Army methods and went out into
the highways and byways after converts.     

Real change finally began to take effect just before the
end of the war in 1918, with the Representation of the
People Act granting the vote to all men over the age of
21 and to women over the age of 30 who also met one
or more of several restrictive criteria regarding marital
status and property.1 (Not until 1928 were all such
restrictions lifted and all women over 21 granted the
franchise.) The London Times provided a (doubtless
oversimplified) summary of the effect of the war on the
suffrage movement in an article on the occasion of the
1930 commemoration by Prime Minister Stanley
Baldwin of a statue of Pankhurst: 

The World War came. In the twinkling of an eye …
the militant suffragettes laid aside their banners.

1 Two “Contexts” sections elsewhere in this volume (“War and
Revolution” and “Gender and Sexual Orientation”) document the
events of World War I and the ways in which they hastened the
move towards equality.
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They put on their overalls and went into the factory
and into the field; they were nursing, they made
munitions, and they endured sacrifices with the
men, and the effective opposition to the movement
melted in the furnace of the War.   

The success of the suffrage movement and the
change in the role women played in the workplace were
the most dramatic gender-related changes during this
period, but there were many other important develop-
ments; as a “Contexts” section elsewhere in this volume
discusses, the era was also characterized by changing
notions regarding gender and education, contraception
and reproductive technology, and the nature of mascu-
linity. 

Sylvia Pankhurst (daughter of suffragette leader
Emmeline Pankhurst) painting the slogan “Votes for
Women” on the front of the Women’s Social
Defence League offices in London, 1912.

The arrest of Emmeline Pankhurst during a suffra-
gette demonstration near Buckingham Palace, 1914.

Women’s contingent to the 1930 “Hunger March,”
a demonstration in London’s Hyde Park.
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Avant-Garde and Mass Culture

The concept of the avant-garde, of a tiny minority far in
advance of the popular taste in culture (or of the major-
ity view politically) came into its own in the twentieth
century. No doubt it may have resonated with particular
force simply because of the degree to which cultural
activity was being extended to “the masses”; with
primary education having been made compulsory in
Britain through the Education Act of 1870, the twenti-
eth century was the first in which the vast majority of
British people were fully literate. The expansion of
libraries had helped to spread the habit of reading
through the nineteenth century, and with the publish-
ing industry’s shift in the 1890s away from “triple
deckers” intended for purchase by libraries and toward
one-volume novels of modest length aimed at individual
buyers, the habit of book-buying began to spread at a
comparable rate. In the early years of the century,
publishers introduced series of relatively affordable
hardcover editions of literary classics, aimed at a broad
popular market (chief among them the Everyman’s
Library series from Dent and the World’s Classics series
from Oxford University Press). 

P r e l i m i n a r y
advertising page
from Captain
Cook’s Voyages of
Discovery, one of
the Everyman’s
Library volumes
pub l i shed  in
1906, the year
the series was
founded. Even-
tually its list
grew to include
over 1,000 titles.

The British film industry was competitive with that
of the United States in the 1920s and early 1930s.
In this 1920s photograph a scene from the (now
lost) film The Thrill is being shot on a beach near
Brighton.

An even more revolutionary step came in 1936, with
the introduction of Penguin Books’ series of affordable
paperback editions. “The Penguin books are splendid
value for sixpence,” wrote George Orwell in reviewing
Penguin’s third batch of ten titles, “so splendid that if
the other publishers had any sense they could combine
against them and suppress them. [If instead] the other
publishers follow suit, the result may be a flood of cheap
reprints which will cripple the lending libraries … and
check the output of new novels.” Within a few years the
paperback novel had indeed become ubiquitous in
British society, but with none of the disastrous effects
Orwell had feared; the size of the market for books had
been expanded sufficiently by the arrival of the
paperback to more than compensate authors and
publishers for the lower revenue per copy sold. 

Along with the spread of a mass literary culture—
and the spread as well of the cinema and of radio—came
huge social and cultural changes. If Modernism was a
cultural movement concentrated in a small elite, moder-
nity swept through every corner of society in the 1920s
and 1930s. The social and cultural attitudes of the late
Victorian age may have persisted through to the end of
the Edwardian era, but within 10 years “Victorian” had
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World War I and the years that followed brought huge
changes in women’s fashion, with shorter skirts and
dresses and more freedom of movement. This photo-
graph, from the 1920s, shows two London models.

become a synonym for “stuffy and old fashioned.” The
book that set the tone more than any other was Lytton
Strachey’s Eminent Victorians (1918), a series of
biographical essays on four leading members of
Victorian society (Henry Edward Cardinal Manning,
Florence Nightingale, Matthew Arnold, and General
Charles George Gordon). Strachey’s work is often
characterized as “satirical,” but “irreverent” is perhaps a
better adjective. He writes in a breezy, brilliant, style,
but he is interested in the depths of human emotion as
well as the surfaces. He pokes fun at his subjects, to be
sure, but he is more interested in exploring the workings
of what he sees as pretension, hypocrisy, ambition, and

self-deception than he is in ridiculing them. Here is how
Strachey begins his essay on Florence Nightingale:  

Everyone knows the popular conception of Florence
Nightingale. The saintly, self-sacrificing woman, the
delicate maiden of high degree who threw aside the
pleasures of a life of ease to succour the afflicted, the
Lady with the Lamp, gliding through the horrors of
the hospital at Scutari, and consecrating with the
radiance of her goodness the dying soldier’s couch—
the vision is familiar to all. But the truth was
different. The Miss Nightingale of fact was not as
facile fancy painted her. She worked in another
fashion, and towards another end; she moved under
the stress of an impetus which finds no place in the
popular imagination. A Demon possessed her. Now
demons, whatever else they may be, are full of
interest. And so it happens that in the real Miss
Nightingale there was more that was interesting
than in the legendary one; there was also less that
was agreeable.

The deft touch of Strachey’s satire became simplified
and coarsened in the ridicule popularly directed at
Victorian styles—and, in particular, at Victorian atti-
tudes towards sexuality—as an emerging mass society
sought to define itself against the backdrop of supposed
Victorian narrowness and prudery. The reaction may
have been overdone, and certainly the characterization
of the Victorians was simplistic, but there could be no
doubt that the short skirts, jazz music, and sexual
attitudes of the 1920s and 1930s were as far removed
from those of only fifteen or twenty years before as those
of 1905 or 1910 had been from the attitudes and styles
of a full century earlier.  Virginia Woolf’s recollections
of a Bloomsbury scene from the 1920s in which Woolf,
her sister Vanessa Bell, and Vanessa’s husband Clive Bell
are together in the drawing room at 46 Gordon Square
give something of the flavor of the time:  

Suddenly the door opened and the long and sinister
figure of Mr. Lytton Strachey stood on the thresh-
old. He pointed a finger at a stain on Vanessa’s
white dress.

“Semen?” he said.
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A commuter chooses Lady Chatterley’s Lover over The
Times, London, 1960.

Can one really say it? I thought, and we burst
out laughing. With that one word all barriers of
reticence and reserve went down. … So there was
now nothing that one could not say, nothing that
one could not do, at 46 Gordon Square.

A larger excerpt from Woolf’s recollections of this and
related incidents appears in the “Contexts” section
“Gender and Sexuality” elsewhere in this volume. As
that section also makes clear, few places in Britain in the
1920s and 1930s had left Victorian conventions of
respectability so firmly behind as had 46 Gordon
Square; few others had traveled so far in the same
direction, or so fast, as had the “bohemians” of the
Bloomsbury Group.

Indeed, the literary portrayal even of heterosexual
love (let alone of homosexuality) remained largely off
limits through to the 1960s. A litmus test was D.H.
Lawrence’s Lady Chatterley’s Lover, which was published
in 1928, but with certain passages, which were consid-
ered objectionable on account of their sexual content,
removed. Not until 1960, after a high profile court case,
was the unexpurgated text of the novel (by today’s
standards still far from explicit in its portrayal of sexual-
ity) finally published. Despite such strictures, however,
change was occurring throughout society, and “Victo-
rian” attitudes seemed to many to be part of the distant
past. 

Two women, outside a London bookshop, holding
copies of the newly-published  paperback edition of
Lady Chatterley’s Lover (1960).

Sexual Orientation

The number of leading writers in the first half of the
twentieth century who acknowledged a same-sex sexual
orientation, at least among their circle of friends, was
probably greater than it had been in any previous era of
British history—certainly greater than at any time since
the early years of the seventeenth century. The list of
writers and intellectuals who are now known to have
been gay, lesbian, or bisexual includes not only W.H.
Auden and Christopher Isherwood, but also A.E.
Housman, Nancy Cunard, E.M. Forster, Radclyffe
Hall, John Maynard Keynes, Lytton Strachey, Sylvia
Townsend-Warner, and a number of others.  

It should be emphasized here that sexual identities
are far from being stable, trans-historical categories. As
a “Contexts” section elsewhere in this volume details,
notions of and attitudes towards same-sex orientation
were in flux throughout the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. Until well into the second half of
the twentieth century, however (interestingly, at about
the time that the word gay began to be used to identify
those with a same-sex sexual orientation), there was little
or no tolerance of same-sex sexuality in most sectors of
society. As Auden and his friend and sometime literary
collaborator Isherwood tacitly recognized when they
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Radclyffe Hall, c. 1920.

moved to the United States, Britain in the 1920s and
1930s was even less ready than was America to openly
acknowledge the legitimacy of same-sex relationships.
Famously, the novelist and playwright Oscar Wilde had
been tried and imprisoned in 1895 for “acts of gross
indecency,” and homosexuality continued to be widely
regarded (in a somewhat contradictory fashion) both as a
sin and as a disease throughout the first half of the cen-
tury. E.M. Forster’s novel on the theme of homosexual
love, Maurice, which was not published until after his
death in 1971, but which he had completed in 1914,
gives a strong sense of the reality. When Maurice, having
realized that “he loved men and had always loved them,”
confesses to his doctor that he is “an unspeakable of the
Oscar Wilde sort,” he is met with disgust and denial:

“Rubbish, rubbish!…Now listen to me, Maurice,
never let that evil hallucination, that temptation
from the devil, occur to you again.”

The voice impressed him; was not science
speaking?

“Who put that lie into your head? You whom I
see and know to be a decent fellow! We’ll never
mention it again. No—I’ll not discuss. I’ll not
discuss. The worst thing I could do for you is to
discuss it.”

Maurice eventually does accept his sexual identity, but
not before a further consultation, this one with a Mr.
Lasker-Jones, who claims a fifty-per cent rate of “cure”
by means of hypnotism for what he terms “congenital
homosexuality.”

If male homosexuality remained “unspeakable”
through much of this period, female homosexuality
remained for many unimaginable. In 1921 the British
Parliament debated adding “acts of gross indecency
between women” to the list of acts prohibited in the
criminal statutes, but elected not to do so for fear of
advertising homosexuality to “innocent” women. A few
years later Hall’s novel The Well of Loneliness was the
occasion for the greatest literary storm of the era, over its
alleged “obscenity.” The novel recounts the story of a
young woman named Stephen (whose parents had
hoped for and expected a boy, and gone forward with
the planned name regardless when the baby turned out
to be a girl), and the romantic relationships she forms

with other women. That the book could have been
deemed obscene is astonishing to many readers today. In
many ways the book is striking for the sense of normalcy
it evokes as to the quotidian aspects of love:

And now for the first time the old house was home.
Mary went quickly from room to room humming a
little tune as she did so, feeling that she saw with a
new understanding the intimate objects that filled
those rooms—were they not Stephen’s? Every now
and again she must pause to touch them because
they were Stephen’s. 

Even when the novel’s prose becomes effusive over the
physical and spiritual aspects of the union, the most
specific suggestions of the expression of sexual love
between two women are passages such as the following:
“Stephen bent down and kissed Mary’s hands very
humbly, for now she could find no words any more …
and that night they were not divided.” 
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A young boy sings nationalist songs to a crowd outside
Mountjoy Prison, Dublin, where an Irish Republican Army
prisoner is about to be executed (1921). 

Such effusive attestations of the rapturous purity of
unions at once physical and spiritual as one finds in
Maurice and The Well of Loneliness may seem
unexceptionable today, and even at the time many
people were supportive; The Well of Loneliness was
published to a generally favorable reception in the press.
In the view of The Sunday Times, Hall’s novel was
written “with distinction, with a lively sense of
characterization, and with a feeling for the background
of her subject which makes her work delightful reading.
And, first and last, she has courage and honesty.” The
Daily Herald asserted that there was “nothing
pornographic” in the book: 

The evil minded will seek in vain in these pages for
any stimulant to sexual excitement. The lustful
[figures] of popular fiction may continue their
sadistic course unchecked in those pornographic
novels which are sold by the million, but Miss
Radclyffe Hall has entirely ignored these crude and
violent figures of sexual melodrama. She has given
to English literature a profound and moving study
of a profound and moving problem. 

The Daily Express was the lone dissenter; a 19 August
1928 article headed “A Book That Must Be Suppressed”
accused the novel of  “devastating young souls” with its
story of “sexual inversion and perversion.” It seems
probable that the Express represented popular feeling at
the time more accurately than did the Sunday Times or
the Daily Herald; soon after the Express article appeared,
the Home Office advised the publishers to discontinue
publication, and the police then charged the publishers
under the 1857 Obscene Publications Act. Despite the
support of dozens of high-profile authors and intellec-
tuals, the magistrate Sir Charles Biron ruled against The
Well of Loneliness :

Unfortunately these women exist, and the book asks
that their existence and vices should be recognised
and tolerated, and not treated with condemnation,
as they are at present by all decent people. This
being the tenor of the book I have no hesitation in
saying it is an … offence against public decency, and
an obscene libel, and I shall order it to be destroyed.

The inevitable focus of history on landmark cases
such as those of Oscar Wilde and The Well of Loneliness
has to a considerable degree sensationalized and dark-
ened our sense of late nineteenth- and early twentieth-
century life outside the heterosexual mainstream. That
it could be a dark and depressing existence there can be
no doubt—the pessimism that Forster expressed even as
late as 1960 (“police prosecutions will continue …”) is
surely understandable. But, as documents such as the
letters exchanged between Strachey and Keynes attest, it
could also be one of self-assured candor, zestful comedy,
and a wholehearted enjoyment of life. “Our time will
come,” declared Strachey, speaking confidently in an 8
April 1906 letter to Keynes of the situation of homosex-
uals in Britain, “about a hundred years hence.” A hun-
dred years later it is beginning to seem that Strachey’s
optimism may have been at least as well founded as
Forster’s more pessimistic view. 
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Ireland

If a remarkable amount of memorable literature
emerged in Britain from the years of turmoil between
the two World Wars in the first half of the twentieth
century, the same statement could be made of Ireland,
as the Irish endured the state of turmoil that remained
a constant throughout the first half of the century. The
fiction of James Joyce and the plays of Samuel Beckett
have already been mentioned as central to the evolution
of Modernist literature. The other important Irish
literary work of the period includes J.M. Synge’s vivid
portrayals of the elemental life of the Aran Islanders on
the coast of western Ireland in plays such as Riders of the
Sea (1904) and The Playboy of the Western World (1907);
the plays of Lady Augusta Gregory; the sweeping
expressiveness of Sean O’Casey’s great dramas Juno and
the Paycock (1924) and The Plough and the Stars (1926);
and the extraordinary range of the poetry of William
Butler Yeats from the 1890s through the 1930s—lyrical,
Romantic, Symbolist, mystical, political, Existential, and
perhaps above all, passionate. 

To this list should be added the plays of George
Bernard Shaw, who was born in Dublin and lived there
for the first twenty years of his life. Shaw has often been
called the most important dramatist in English after
Shakespeare; he was a socially committed writer who
understood, as he puts it in the “Preface” to his 1905
play Major Barbara, that “it is difficult to make people
realise that an evil is an evil.” Shaw was able to make
people realize such things, not only through effective
polemic but also (and more memorably) through the
sparkling wit of his plays. Shaw’s important work
extends from brilliantly biting works of the 1890s and
early 1900s such as Mrs. Warren’s Profession, Arms and
the Man, and Major Barbara (on the topics of prosti-
tution, militaristic attitudes, and religion and social
reform, respectively); to Pygmalion (1912), a satire of
attitudes toward social class and its expression through
language, on which the 1950s musical My Fair Lady was
based; to the epic historical drama Saint Joan (1923). 

Cover, Major Barbara: A Screen Version, Penguin,
1945. This early “film tie-in” publication (number
500 in the Penguin series) was still in the standard
early Penguin format; not until the 1960s did it
become common for book publishers to employ a
different cover design in such situations.

If the Irish Shaw is arguably the greatest “British”
dramatist of the twentieth century, one of the greatest
“British” writers of the 1890s, Oscar Wilde, had also
been born and raised in Ireland before moving to
London. Indeed, many have judged the literary out-
pouring from Irish writers during the period 1890–1960
to amount to a more important body of work than the
entire literature of Britain over the same period—despite
the fact that the combined population of England,
Scotland, and Wales, at almost 50 million, was more
than ten times that of Ireland. 

But how are Britain and Ireland to be defined? Here
matters become tangled, for during this period Ireland,
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for centuries a predominantly Catholic (and mostly
unwilling) component of the United Kingdom, finally
achieved the status of an independent republic. In the
process, however, it became geographically split, with
several largely Protestant counties of Northern Ireland
remaining a political unit of the United Kingdom. 

The Irish had been treated as second-class citizens
throughout the centuries of English rule over Ireland.
But the hardships they endured in the nineteenth
century were particularly severe; the potato famine of
1845–51 alone is estimated to have killed almost a
million Irish—almost 10 per cent of the population. By
the 1880s and 1890s political pressure in Ireland for
radical change had become extremely powerful. And
there was pressure for cultural change too; the Celtic
Revival (also known as the Irish Literary revival), begun
in 1896 by Irishmen and women such as Yeats and Lady
Augusta Gregory, was remarkably successful both in
increasing appreciation for the traditions of Irish culture
and in encouraging the creation of new works in those
traditions. 

In the late nineteenth century, too, many in Eng-
land became more sympathetic to Irish aspirations. In
an effort to end the long history of oppression and
resistance in British-controlled Ireland, Liberal govern-
ments twice introduced bills providing for one form or
another of “Home Rule” (the term used to refer to
limited Irish self-government) in the British House of
Commons. The second of these was passed by the
House of Commons but defeated in the Conservative-
dominated House of Lords. In 1912, another Home
Rule Bill was passed, and again the House of Lords
rejected it. But now the rules had been changed; as a
result of the previous year’s Parliament Act, a veto by
the House of Lords retained force for only three years.
As the date in 1914 approached when the veto was due
to expire and Home Rule would thus come into effect,
tension rose to such a pitch that many felt civil war to be
a real possibility. Substantial areas of the north of
Ireland that had been forcibly settled by the English in
earlier eras were now staunchly Protestant and vowed
resistance to any government order to allow an Ireland
dominated by “Papists” to become independent of
Britain. And since Protestants from Ulster, in the north
of Ireland, were heavily represented in the British army’s

contingent of troops stationed in Ireland, the military
could not be relied on to carry out orders. With the
onset of World War I, however, the implementation of
the Home Rule Bill was postponed until after the
war—and in a fateful move, Prime Minister Herbert
Asquith promised that the British government would
never force Ulster Protestants to accept Home Rule
involuntarily. 

Given the long history of vetoes and postpone-
ments—and given that the promised self-government in
any case was to bring only a limited independence from
Britain—it is unsurprising that Irish nationalists were
impatient. On Easter Monday, 1916, rebels stormed
public buildings in Dublin and proclaimed a republic.
In the struggle, as Yeats famously wrote in “Easter,
1916,” the Irish were “transformed utterly” and “a
terrible beauty” was born. The uprising was brutally
suppressed, but the nationalist Sinn Fein continued to
wage a guerrilla opposition to British rule. Yet another
Home Rule Bill was passed in 1920, providing for six
counties of Ulster to be partitioned at independence,
and the remainder of the island to remain a part of the
British Empire but to be granted Dominion status
(parallel to that of Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and
South Africa) as the Irish Free State. That limited form
of independence came into effect in 1922, but many
Irish Republicans refused to accept any form of subservi-
ence to the British Crown, and the Irish Republican
Army continued a clandestine struggle. In 1937 a new
constitution changed the status of the country to that of
a sovereign state within the British Commonwealth—a
status sufficiently independent of Britain that Ireland
was able to remain neutral in World War II—and in
1949 an Irish Republic was finally proclaimed, with the
nation withdrawing from the Commonwealth. But the
long struggle was still not fully over; tensions within
Northern Ireland would continue to haunt Britain into
the twenty-first century.

An understanding of the politics and religion of
Ireland is essential background for an understanding of
Irish history—and Irish literary history—during this
period. But it gives little sense of the daily reality of
Catholics and Protestants who lived largely in isolation
from each other, Catholics overwhelmingly the majority
in Ireland, Protestants forming the majority in Northern
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Nazi authorities affix a poster to a shop as part of their
campaign of persecution, 1935. The sign reads “Buy
nothing from Jews!”

Ireland. The novelist Elizabeth Bowen, who was raised
mainly in Dublin in an Irish Protestant family (she “was
taught to say ‘Church of Ireland,’ not ‘Protestant’”) later
described her experiences in Seven Winters: Memories of
a Dublin Childhood (1943):

It was not until the end of those seven winters that
I understood that we Protestants were a minority,
and that the unquestioned rules of our being came,
in fact, from the closeness of a minority world. … I
took the existence of Roman Catholics for granted
but met few and was not interested in them. They
were, simply, “the others,” whose world lay along-
side ours but never touched. As to the difference
between the two religions, I was too discreet to ask
questions—if I wanted to know. This appeared to
share a delicate, awkward aura with those two other
differences—of sex, of class. So quickly in a child’s
mind does prudery seed itself and make growth that
I remember, even, an almost sexual shyness on the
subject of Roman Catholics. I walked with hurried
steps and averted cheek past porticos of churches
that were “not ours,” uncomfortably registering in
my nostrils the pungent, unlikely smell [of incense]
that came round curtains, through swinging doors.

Ideology and Economics in the 1930s and 1940s 

How do ideologies differ from ideas? In part they are
simply sets of ideas, but the question goes beyond that:
an ideology is a systematic set of beliefs that is shared
widely, and that prescribes a program of political action
in association with those beliefs. In the twentieth
century, such ideologies as communism, socialism,
fascism, and liberalism all exerted enormous power. The
central concepts of liberal democracy took shape in the
nineteenth century, and by the end of the twentieth
century had spread to much of the world. But for much
of the twentieth century they were powerfully chal-
lenged by those of other ideologies: socialism (and its
relative, communism) and fascism.

Fascism is identified as an ideology of the far right
and it has indeed often co-existed with capitalist eco-

nomic structures. But the strength of its appeal is—like
that of communism—collectivist in nature. As the
official name of the Nazi party in Germany (the Na-
tional Socialist Party) suggests, fascism is “socialist” in its
appeal to the egalitarian instincts of the populace. But
whereas socialism and communism are (in theory at
least) internationalist, appealing to the fellow-feeling of
humans as humans, fascism appeals strongly to national-
ist feeling—to the instinct of the population to pull
together as a nation. More broadly, the egalitarian ideals
of fascist societies are never inclusive; the nation defines
itself not only against other nations, but typically also
against a backdrop of a perceived “other” within its
midst. Whether the “other” be immigrants, those of a
different skin color, those of a different religion, or a
group such as the Jews that is defined by race, culture,
and religion, the otherness is typically used as a focal
point for defining the nation’s identity, and for lending
intensity to the ideological allegiance of the fascist core.
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If fascism weirdly approaches socialism from one
direction, communism departs from socialist ideals in
another. Socialist ideals are above all those of fairness
and equality in a society in which government is pre-
pared to intervene consistently on behalf of the greater
good—to control capitalism, in socialism’s weaker
version (social democracy), or to replace it with a system
of government ownership of the means of production
on behalf of the entire population, in the full-fledged
socialist model. Such ideals are built on foundations
very similar to those of communist ideology, but the
differences turn out in practice to be crucial. Perhaps
the most important difference is that communist
ideology—especially as it attained full force in the
twentieth century—embodied the paradoxical notion
that an elite could act as the “vanguard” for the masses,
and that a “dictatorship of the proletariat” could reason-
ably act on behalf of all the people, without the people
in practice having a direct say in who was to govern, or
how. With the benefit of hindsight, it seems obvious
that such an ideology was likely to result in almost as
much oppression and cruelty as was the ideology of
fascism. But in a Russia that had been laboring under
the inequalities of a semi-feudal system, or indeed in
Depression-era North America or Great Britain, when
the engines of capitalism seemed to be merciless and
unrestrained by government, to many communism
seemed the only realistic path toward a society that
would be both more free and more fair for all citizens.

The greatest ideological struggles of the first half the
century were unquestionably those that unfolded in
Russia in 1917 and in Germany and Italy in the 1930s,
but an ideologically charged climate was a worldwide
reality. In some ways, the twentieth-century ideological
tapestry may be seen in sharpest focus in the context of
the Spanish Civil War (1936-39). Under the banner of
those fighting for the Republican cause were liberals,
socialists, communists, and anarchists—all ranged
against the fascist forces of Generalissimo Françisco
Franco. As George Orwell details in his account of the
ideological and physical battles of the war, Homage to
Catalonia (1938), the Spanish Civil War became a
battleground not only between democracy and fascism,
but also between the various factions on the Republican
side, with idealism all too often being trumped by self-

interest or by the dictates of outside governments
lending support. In the end, the Communist govern-
ment of the Soviet Union was as reluctant as were the
capitalist governments of Britain or the United States to
stand in the way of the anticipated “stable” government
that the fascist General Franco represented.

The Spanish Civil War is often regarded as central
to 1930s intellectual currents, and certainly the degree
to which intellectuals from Britain (and indeed, from
throughout the western world) rallied to the Republican
side was remarkable. Sylvia Townsend Warner was
among the leading British writers in Spain during the
war; as she reported in a 1937 magazine article, the
conflict was extraordinary not least of all for the bond
that grew up between intellectuals and common citi-
zens: “It is unusual for writers to hear words such as
‘Here come the Intellectuals’ spoken by working-class
people and common soldiers in tones of kindliness and
enthusiasm.”

Others spoke out not only against fascism but
against all forms of militarism—and against war itself.
Notably, Virginia Woolf’s polemic Three Guineas
(1938) inquired into the role that women could play in
the prevention of war, concluding that war is not merely
a public issue—that, rather, “the public and the private
worlds are inseparably connected; that the tyrannies and
servilities of the one are the tyrannies and servilities of
the other.” 

Even before the Spanish Civil War became a focal
point for literature and politics, literature in the 1930s
had become more highly political than that of the
1920s. Writers such as Auden (in his early work),
Christopher Isherwood, C. Day Lewis, Louis MacNeice,
Stephen Spender, and Edward Upward were all, in the
view of MacNeice in his Modern Poetry (1932), “unlike
Yeats and Eliot … emotionally partisan”:

Yeats [in the 1930s] proposed to turn his back on
desire and hatred; Eliot sat back and watched other
people’s emotions with ennui and ironical self-pity.
… The whole poetry, on the other hand, of Auden,
Spender, and Day Lewis implies that they have
desires and hatreds of their own and, further, that
they think some things ought to be desired and
others hated.
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A young woman takes aim during target practice, 
Spain, 1936.

Many of these writers joined or were sympathetic to the
Communist Party through much of the 1930s. In the
later twentieth century it would have been unimaginable
for most of the important writers of a generation to be
sympathetic to “the Party,” as it came to be called, but
in the early 1930s the brutality of Soviet communism
under Stalin was not yet public knowledge—and the
mainstream parties in Britain (Labour as well as the
Conservatives) were dealing timorously and ineffectively
with an economic downturn of unprecedented severity.

The Great Depression that began late in 1929 and
lasted until the outbreak of war ten years later was a
worldwide phenomenon—and one exacerbated in
Britain (as in North America) by the determination of
governments not to go into debt in order to provide
support for the unemployed and otherwise impover-
ished, or to invest in getting the economy moving.
Individuals, too, reacted with fear, and strove to increase
their savings, thereby contributing to what British
economist John Maynard Keynes termed “the paradox
of thrift”: when people saved rather than spending what
little they had, they further reduced the demand for
goods, which in turn led to further reductions in
production, more unemployment, lower wages for those
still working—and so the cycle continued. By the end of
1930, some 20% of the British workforce was unem-
ployed, and by the mid-1930s it was estimated that a
quarter of the population had been reduced to a subsis-
tence diet.

Keynes—an important figure in the Bloomsbury
Group, and something of a cultural icon as well as one

of the most important twentieth-century economists—
broke new ground with his arguments for government
intervention in the economy—recommending both that
governments intervene to control inflation and that they
act to “even out” the imbalances of the economic cycle
by spending more during downturns. Conservatives
argued that such imbalances would right themselves in
the long run in any case, and should not be tampered
with; Keynes’s response was that “the long run is a
misleading guide to current affairs. In the long run we
are all dead.” It was not until after World War II,
though, that governments in Britain and elsewhere
adopted Keynes’s prescriptions for smoothing out the
business cycle; although economic conditions improved
somewhat in the south of Britain in the late 1930s, it
was not until the war that economic growth resumed
throughout the country.

A turn toward the political left is to be expected
during any severe and prolonged economic downturn;
given that the Great Depression was more severe and
prolonged a downturn than any in the twentieth century,
it is unsurprising that writers and intellectuals moved
further to the left politically during the 1930s than at any
other time during the century. But why did they embrace,
in such large numbers, the relatively rigid doctrines of the
Communist Party? As Orwell looked back in 1940, he
took the view that the ideological coloring of the intellec-
tual life of the 1930s had been as broadly connected to
cultural as it had been to economic trends:

By 1930 … the debunking of western civilization
had reached its climax…. How many of the values
by which our grandfathers lived could now be taken
seriously? Patriotism, religion, the Empire, the
family, the sanctity of marriage, the Old School Tie,
birth, breeding, honour, discipline—anyone of
ordinary education could turn the whole lot of them
inside out in three minutes. But what do you
achieve, after all, by getting rid of such primal things
as patriotism and religion? You have not necessarily
gotten rid of the need for something to believe in….
It is significant that [those intellectuals who did
embrace religion in these years] went almost invari-
ably to the Roman Church. … They went, that is,
to the church with a world-wide organization, the
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one with a rigid discipline, the one with power and
prestige behind it. … I do not think one need look
farther than this for the reason the young writers of
the thirties flocked into or towards the Communist
Party. It was simply something to believe in. Here
was a church, an army, an orthodoxy, a discipline.

With World War II, however, another form of disci-
pline inevitably took hold; even though Britain and the
United States became allies, the ties between the British
and American intellectual communities and the Soviet
Communist Party steadily loosened. With the beginning
of the “Cold War” between the West and the USSR
immediately following the end of World War II (and a
new sense of purpose in the Labour Party under Clem-
ent Attlee), the link between British intellectuals and the
Communist Party had for the most part come to an end.

The Literature of the 1930s and 1940s

George Orwell may be seen as one of the writers who
most fully expresses the ideological conflicts over
socialism, communism, fascism, and liberal democracy
that were at the heart of so much of twentieth-century
life. His earlier works detail the appalling toll that
capitalism was exacting on the working class. In Down
and Out in Paris and London (1933), he recounts from
personal experience the reality of the life of a vagrant,
and of the life of the lowest of workers in the Paris hotel
and restaurant industry. In The Road to Wigan Pier
(1937), Orwell details the hardships of miners in the
north of England, and of the working-class population
throughout the country. Orwell was an avowed socialist;
ironically enough, however, the two works for which he
remains best known have often been portrayed as attacks
on socialism; they are both novels in which he attacks
the corruption of socialist ideals under Soviet-style
communism. Animal Farm is a fable that shows the ways
in which power may readily be seized by the most power-
ful and unprincipled in a “collectivist” system; 1984 is a
futurist view of a society in which “Big Brother” controls
people’s minds as much as their actions.

Like Orwell’s 1984, Aldous Huxley’s Brave
New World (1932) is a dystopia in which
the State effectively controls the minds of its
citizens, who are convinced that they are
expressing human potential to its fullest.

Another writer of central importance to twentieth-
century literature who was initially defined against a
backdrop of ideology is the poet W.H. Auden. Auden
first became famous as a political poet, particularly with
his memorable call to arms against fascism in “Spain,
1937”:  “But today the struggle.” Auden quickly became
disenchanted with political polemic, however, not least
of all his own. He became disillusioned with the Repub-
lican side in the Spanish Civil War after witnessing the
persecution of Catholic priests by members of the
Republican army, and after traveling through China in
the wake of the 1937–38 Nanking Massacre he became
convinced that violence is a disease that lurks within
every human heart. “The act of taking sides,” he became
convinced, “spelled out the death of free culture and the
triumph … of its enemies.” Auden’s poetic response to
the outbreak of World War II, “September 1, 1939,”
was famously equivocal, the emphasis being placed on
the expiration of the 1930s—dubbed by Auden “a low,
dishonest decade”—rather than on the imminence of
the fascist threat to freedom.
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“Spain, 1937” and “September 1, 1939” were among
those poems that Auden refused to allow to be printed in
later volumes of his poetry. Even in the 1930s, his work
was extraordinarily diverse, and more and more as the
years went by his name became paired with that of T.S.
Eliot; after the death of Yeats in 1939, Eliot and Auden
were almost universally regarded as the leading poets of
the day. But the two may in more than one respect be
seen as polar opposites. Whereas Eliot had moved
permanently from the United States to England as a
young man, Auden moved permanently from Britain to
New York to 1939. Eliot’s first marriage had failed in
the face of the mental illness of his wife, Vivienne; she
was eventually confined in a mental institution, and
Eliot embraced the stiff collar traditions of Church and
of respectable society with ever-greater conviction.
Auden’s marriage to novelist Thomas Mann’s daughter
Erica also ended, but it could hardly have been said to
have “failed,” since it had been entered into only to
protect Erica from persecution at the hands of the
Nazis. Auden made no secret of his same-sex sexual
orientation (at a time when it took considerable courage
to do so), and felt stifled by the society of which Eliot
was a pillar; he moved in 1939 to New York, where he
soon entered into a lifelong relationship with the poet
Chester Kallman, and where his rumpled figure became
a quiet fixture on the literary scene. If Eliot was a central
figure of Modernism, Auden’s connections to the forms
of Modernism were more tenuous. His skill with poetic
forms was extraordinarily wide ranging, but unlike Eliot
he kept returning to accentual-syllabic meters, and to
the use of rhyme.

The explosive sexuality of D.H. Lawrence’s fiction has
been touched on above. If sexual love was one of the great
themes of his work, the other was surely the corrosive
effect that the British class system exerted on human
relationships. In the 1930s that became a theme more and
more widely taken up by novelists, in works such as
Henry Green’s Living (1929), Walter Greenwood’s Love
on the Dole (1933), and J.B. Priestley’s Angel Pavement
(1930). With the notable exception of the novels and
stories of Edward Upward, however, expressions of
outrage against the capitalist order of things tended to be
fewer in number and milder in tone in the prose fiction
of the time than they were in its poetry.

Somerset Maugham’s The Razor’s Edge (1944), a
novel of romance and spirituality, became one of the
twentieth century’s bestselling novels both in Britain
and in North America. It was issued in paperback
editions on both sides of the Atlantic in 1946.
Pocket Books, which had followed Penguin’s lead
and introduced mass market paperbacks into the
United States in 1941, published the American
paperback edition (shown here). 

At least as numerous and at least as popular in
Britain during this era were fiction writers of a more
conservative political stripe, including Somerset
Maugham, with his tightly crafted novels and short
stories; Evelyn Waugh, with his bitingly satirical novels;
and P.G. Wodehouse, with his more light-hearted brand
of satirical fiction. Many have seen an inherent conser-
vatism, too, in what was then a new genre of popular
fiction, the detective novel. The genre saw few if any
worthy successors to Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s
nineteenth-century creation, Sherlock Holmes, until
Agatha Christie introduced her detective Hercule Poirot
and the equally astute Jane Marple to readers in the late
1920s and 1930s. Together with the Father Brown
novels of the Catholic conservative G.K. Chesterton,
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Christie’s works founded an enduring tradition of
English mystery novels.

The revolutionary experiments of Modernism that
are so central to the literary history of the 1910s and
1920s were for the most part not extended in the
following decades. To this generalization, David Jones’s
In Parenthesis (1937) is a notable exception; written
partly in prose, partly in free verse, Jones’s epic of World
War I bears the unmistakable stamp of Modernism. And
some other authors continued to experiment with
literary form. Henry Green’s Living, for example, is
written with an economy of expression that mirrors the
economies of the working-class life it depicts, with
articles and nouns frequently omitted from the normal
syntactical flow. But most fiction writers of the period
adopted a traditional approach to narrative, and even T.
S. Eliot seemed to be backing away from Modernism
with his ritualized play Murder in the Cathedral
(1935)—and, following World War II, with a series of
drawing room comedies. 

From the late 1930s well into the 1970s one of the
leading figures of British literature was unquestionably
Graham Greene. Greene exploded onto the literary
scene in 1938 with the publication of Brighton Rock, a
tautly written exploration of the seediness and cruelty
that lurked not far below the surface of much of British
life. In subsequent novels, perhaps most notable among
them The Power and the Glory (1940) and The Heart of
the Matter (1948), Greene went on to explore the same
qualities in human life generally. The setting of
Greene’s novels might be colonial Africa, rural Mexico,
or war-torn London, but it is always recognizably
“Greeneland”;  always in the background is a sense of
anguished Catholicism tinged with a bleak sense of
despair.

Literature and Empire

No matter how widely Greene’s geographical imagina-
tion ranged, the human souls he was interested in
exploring were mostly those of white males from the
Western world. Other British writers of the time,
however, were beginning to reach for an understanding
of the world that would take fuller account of the lives
and the souls of those who lived under British rule in

Africa, India, and much of the rest of the world. The
essays of Nancy Cunard, along with those of Orwell,
expressed a wide-ranging understanding of the mecha-
nisms of Imperial rule, and of the reality of life for many
who suffered under it. In fiction, the novelist Joyce Cary
broke new ground with his Mr. Johnson (1939), a comic
novel with a Nigerian clerk as its protagonist. The novel
represents the Nigerian in ways that are bound to make
today’s reader wince. Yet it also gives expression to a
specifically Nigerian sense of humor, and conveys a
genuinely sympathetic understanding of the situation
both of Johnson and of Nigerians generally under
British rule. Mr. Johnson is a long way from the litera-
ture of the last few decades of the twentieth century in
its approach to colonial and multicultural realities (let
alone the debates of the late twentieth century over
“appropriation of voice”). Yet in a very real sense it
marks a step forward for British literature in the possi-
bilities it demonstrates for the British imagination of
connecting with the rest of the world. In a very direct
sense there is also a connection between Mr. Johnson
and the explosion of African literature later in the
century (in the first half of the century exceedingly few
African writers were published). As Chinua Achebe later
recalled, reading the Cary novel was one of the things
that led him to become a writer; “in spite of [Cary’s]
ability, in spite of his sympathy and understanding, he
could not get under the skin of his African. They just
did not communicate. And I felt if a good [English
white] writer could make this mess perhaps we ought to
try our hand.”

The twentieth century had begun for Britain with a
war in South Africa that had ended with a Pyrrhic
victory. In a struggle against white colonists of Dutch
background (Afrikaaners, or “Boers”) that came to
involve the Zulus and other native populations, the
superior firepower of the British prevailed—but not
without the adoption of a variety of brutally oppressive
measures as the British struggled to control a guerrilla
campaign by the Afrikaaners. At the time, the war
seemed an extension of the British struggle against the
Afrikaaners that had been continuing on and off for
more than fifty years—and, as with previous conflicts,
this one resulted in an expansion of the size of the
British Empire. The war aroused objections to the
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Imperial project to an unprecedented degree, however;
more than a century later, it is difficult not to see in it a
foreshadowing of the loss of Empire. The brutalities in
which the British allowed themselves to engage as they
struggled to assert control seem a foretaste of the strug-
gles against the Independence Movement in India in the
1930s and 1940s that would end with the independence
of India in 1947, and of the struggles in Kenya and
elsewhere in Africa in the 1950s that could be resolved
only through the independence of those colonies. In one
of his most famous speeches during the dark days of the
Battle of Britain in 1940, Prime Minister Winston
Churchill alluded to the possibility of the British
Empire lasting for “a thousand years.” Even then its
foundations had crumbled, and within another 20 years
the edifice of Empire would be almost entirely disman-
tled.

The English Language in the 
Early Twentieth Century

Many trends in the development of the English lan-
guage that had begun in the nineteenth century or
earlier continued through the first half of the twentieth.
Punctuation became simpler: whereas, for example, it
remained common in Britain through to the end of the
nineteenth century and into the twentieth to precede a
dash with a comma, by mid-century the norm was
always to use one or the other, never both. Long peri-
odic sentences had been on the decline through most of
the nineteenth century, and this trend continued into
the twentieth; on both sides of the Atlantic, sentences
became shorter. Paragraphs also became shorter. To
these generalizations, however, there were significant
exceptions. With the growth of universities and the
expansion of business, government, and political bu-
reaucracies came an increase in academic, administra-
tive, and political jargon of the sort of which Orwell
complained in his famous essay “Politics and the English
Language” (1946). While the majority of people (in-
cluding most writers of fiction) were using shorter
sentences, in other quarters writers were, in Orwell’s
words, “gumming together long strips of words which
have already been set in order by someone else, and
making the results presentable by sheer humbug.” 

In the twentieth century spelling was largely stable
on both sides of the Atlantic; though shortened forms of
some of the more archaic spellings in standard English
became common in down-market forms of advertising,
particularly in the United States (thru, donut), even
there few of these came close to displacing the longer
traditional forms. Conventions for marking direct
speech also stabilized on both sides of the Atlantic, with
the British using single quotation marks and the Cana-
dians adopting the American convention of using
double quotation marks. 

Vocabulary, of course, continued to expand, with
many new coinages entering the language as the result
of new developments in science and technology. Inter-
estingly, Britain and the United States developed largely
separate terminologies regarding that most influential of
twentieth century developments in technology, the
automobile; in Britain cars run on petrol, the engine is
under the bonnet, the luggage goes in the boot, and you
drive on the motorway—without much noise unless
there is a hole in your silencer. In numerous other areas
in which new coinages were necessary, British usage
developed as quite distinct from that in the United
States—from television presenters (hosts); to breeze block
construction (concrete block ), to battery-powered
torches (flashlights), to Wellingtons (rubber boots), to hire
purchase plans (installment plans), British English
remained distinct from American English. (Former
British possessions such as Canada and Australia partook
of both in forming their own national patterns.)  

Perhaps the greatest structural shift in English in the
first half of the twentieth century was the simplification
or elimination of forms marking the subjunctive mood.
In constructions such as “If I were to travel through
time I would…,” for example, the old subjunctive form
came to be largely replaced by the simple past form of
the verb (“If I traveled through time I would …”). 

Throughout the nineteenth century, the spread of
literacy and of mass transportation led to a steady
decrease in the distinctiveness of the various dialects of
English spoken in Britain, and in the distinctiveness of
regional accents. That movement toward standardiza-
tion continued in the twentieth century, with radio and
television as its new vehicles. In 1922, the government
set up the BBC (at first the initials stood for British
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Broadcasting Company, but the name was soon changed
to British Broadcasting Corporation), and it remained
the dominant force in British radio—and, from the
1950s on, British television—for most of the century. In
1926, John Reith, the BBC’s managing director, created
an Advisory Committee on Spoken English, chaired by
Robert Bridges, then the Poet Laureate, with the task of
making recommendations to facilitate a standard of
pronunciation over the air. Reith specifically asked that
the committee seek a “style or quality of English that
would not be laughed at in any part of the country.” In
practice, the standardized pronunciations recommended
by the committee—which remained largely mandatory
for announcers until 1989—were broadly similar to the
pronunciations taught in the nation’s elite “public”
schools (see the glossary at the back of this volume for a

discussion of this term) in southern England. Indeed,
the three terms “public school pronunciation,” “BBC
pronunciation,” and “Received Standard Pronuncia-
tion” (a term introduced by Henry Cecil Wyld in the
early twentieth century to denote “the form which … is
heard with practically no variation among speakers of
the better class all over the country”) are all roughly
synonymous. Despite the ongoing trend towards
standardization of speech in the twentieth century,
however, the varieties of British English remained
extraordinarily diverse throughout the century—so
much so that someone from London could at century’s
end still have great difficulty understanding the accent
of a Glaswegian or a “Geordie” (a native of the Newcas-
tle area).
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