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The Individual and Society 

HISTORICAL CONTEXT EXAMPLES OF WORK 

ELIZABETHAN AND 
JACOBEAN ERAS  
 
(1558-1625) 

English poetry characterized by 
elaboration of language and 
extensive allusions to classical 
myths 
 
Epic poem and fantastical 
allegory like the Faerie Queene 
Poems set to music as songs as by 
Thomas Campion 
 
Shakespeare popularized the 
English sonnet – made significant 
changes to Petrarch’s model 
(Italian)  
 
Revenge Play 
 
Satire – Ben Jonson creted types 
of caricatures – vice being 
punished by vice, virtue meted 
out its rewards 
 
Metaphysical poetry – Donne 
uses unconventional or unpoetic 
figures like a compass or 
mosquito to create surprising 
effects etc etc  
 
 
 

World of spiritual certainties 
shaken by the modern discoveries 
of geography and science. 
 
Man no longer in the centre of 
the universe 
 
Elizabethan ‘Great Chain of 
Being’: every existing thing in the 
universe had its "place" in a 
divinely planned hierarchical 
order, which was pictured as a 
chain vertically extended. At the 
bottom, for example, stood 
various types of inanimate 
objects, such as metals, stones, 
and the four elements (earth, 
water, air, fire). Higher up were 
various members of the vegetative 
class, like trees and flowers. Then 
came animals; then humans; and 
then angels. At the very top was 
God.  
 
 

Reign of Queen Elizabeth 1 of 
England (1558-1603) and 
Jacobean Era (1567-1625):Reign 
of King James VI of Scotland saw 
the development of Britishness in 
Literature 
 
A London Centred culture, both 
courtly and popular produced great 
poetry and drama 
 
 
William Shakespeare brought much 
of the Italian language and culture 
to England 

Edmund Spenser – Faerie 
Queene  
 
Earliest Elizabethan plays – 
Gorboduc (1561) by 
Sackville and Norton 
 
Thomas Kyd’s (1558-94) 
revenge tragedy The Spanish 
Tragedy (1592) influenced 
Shakespeare’s Hamlet 
 
Othello 
 
Christopher Marlowe, 
Thomas Dekker… 
 
Ben Jonson – Volpone 
 
John Donne  
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PURITAN/COLONIAL 
 
 (1650-1750) 

STYLE – Plain, instructive, 
didactic 
 
Sermons, diaries, personal 
narrative… 
 
Writing modeled after the Bible 
Writing explored God’s workings 
in their inner and outer lives 
 
Puritan writer’s eschewed 
features common to the rhetoric 
of the day or rhetorical flourishes 
and learned quotations of the 
metaphysical style of sermon, 
believing that to be the purview of 
the archbishop 
 

Puritans believed: 
Humans are inherently sinful 
(original sin) 
 
Salvation belongs to God’s elect, 
who are saved by grace 
 
A person should be hardworking, 
modest and simple 
 
Society should be modeled after 
the bible 
 
Reinforces authority of the bible 
and church over individual rights 
and will and that an 
Individual’s fate is determined by 
God 

America: 1630 Great Migration of 
Puritans to New England 
 
1690 Slavery exists in all English 
colonies in North America 
 
1721 Small pox epidemic hits 
Boston 
1740-45 Great Awakening 
“Age of Faith” – Religious 
Authority and tradition as a means 
of knowing truth 
 
Puritanism – dominant shaping 
force of early American Worldview.  
 
Calvinist Ideology – God controls 
the world and all our actions and 
outcomes are pre-ordained 
 
Pre-destination included how 
salvation was a gift from God and 
he alone decides who will be saved. 
 
“Sanctification is evidence of 
salvation, but does not cause it.”  
 
 
 
 

American Literary Scene: 
William Bradford’s  Of 
Plymouth Plantation, Mary 
Rowlandson’s “A Narrative of 
the Captivity”, Jonathan 
Edward’s “Sinners in the 
hands of an Angry God” 
 
The Crucible and The Scarlet 
Letter depict life during the 
time when Puritan theocracy 
prevailed 
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ENGLISH NEOCLASSICAL 
AGE, AGE OF REASON 
AUGUSTAN AGE  
 
(1689-1798)  

Writers greatly admired the 
Roman counterparts, drew 
parallels between contemporary 
world and that of Roman emperor 
Augustus  
 
Allusions to Greek and Roman 
Mythology 
 
The novel as an important literary 
genre 
 
Journalistic manner of reporting 
events laid the groundwork for 
the novel (Robinson Crusoe) 
 
Satire and Parody 
 
Restoration Comedy 
 
Emulates classical style - polished 
and shaped by rules that governed 
Roman and Greek works 

Empiricism – main philosophy – 
reliance on reasoning based on 
experimentation and verification 
Scientific in orientation moving 
away from the idea that human 
kind has innate qualities, inherited 
because people are made in the 
image of God  
 

Developments in Publishing – low 
cost of printing – expended the 
reading audience in England to 
greater numbers across social, 
economic and cultural spectrums  
Edward Cave created the first 
general interest magazine – The 
Gentlemen’s Magazine- first to use 
the analogy of a magazine- a 
military storehouse of  varied 
material 
 
The rise of the novel with Daniel 
Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe and Moll 
Flanders 
 
Growth of the Middle class in 
England  
 
Licencing Act 1737 brought to an 
end to the Age of Augustan Drama 
– writer’s turned to the novel 

John Dryden, Jonathan 
Swift (Anglo-Irish), William 
Congreve, Alexander Pope – 
Rape of the Lock , Henry 
Fielding, Samuel Johnson… 
 
William Congreve –Way of 
the World  

AMERICAN 
REVOLUTIONARY AGE OF 
REASON  
 
(1750-1800)  

Highly ornate, persuasive style… 
 
Political Pamphlets, Travel 
Writing 
 
Tells readers how to interpret 
what they are reading to 

Patriotism grows – Instills pride,  
 
Creates common agreement 
about issues 
 
Sense of National Mission and the 
American Character 

Republicanism is the political 
values system that has been a 
major part of American civic 
thought since the American 
Revolution.[1] It stresses liberty and 
"unalienable" rights as central values, 
makes the people as a whole 

American Literary Scene: 
Jefferson Paine, Henry 
Franklin’s Poor Richard’s 
Almanac,  
Franklin’s The Autobiography 
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encourage to encourage 
Revolutionary War 

 
Emphasis on strong bonds 
between Individual and Nation – 
National identity  

sovereign, rejects aristocracy and 
inherited political power, expects 
citizens to be independent in their 
performance of civic duties, and 
vilifies corruption.[2] American 
republicanism was founded and 
first practiced by the Founding 
Fathers in the 18th century. This 
system was based on early Roman, 
Renaissance and English models 
and ideas.[3] It formed the basis for 
the American Revolution and the 
consequential Declaration of 
Independence (1776) and the 
Constitution (1787), as well as the 
Gettysburg Address (1863).[4] 

 
ROMANTICISM  
 
(1800-1860) 

Style: Language of ordinary men 
rather than Latinates or elevated 
language, “real language of men” 
speech rhythms to reflect often 
spontaneity of feeling,  
 
Reflective lyrical poems, 
Narrative poems - ballads 

Growing emphasis on individual’s 
feelings/intuition and the 
imagination above wit, reason, 
society and its institutions 
including religious institutions.  
Tribute to the ordinary presented 
to be extraordinary. 
 
Nature glorified – source of 
artistic expression and inspiration 
Being at one with Nature – a new 
paradise 
 

Expansion of magazines, 
newspapers and book publishing.  
Slavery debates, 
 
Industrial revolution, 
 
French Revolution 1789 – aimed 
to bring an end to traditional 
systems of government, captured 
the imagination and support of 
many in Britain as well. 
Popular slogan of the times “ 
Liberte, Egalite, Fraternite” 

English Literary Scene: First 
Generation of Romantic 
Poets: William Blake, S.T. 
Coleridge, William 
Wordsworth 
 
Second Generation: Lord 
Byron, John Keats, P.B. 
Shelley 
 
American Literary Scene: 
“The Poet” 1844 – Ralph 
Waldo Emerson,  
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Pantheism – God in Nature  
Originality of Imagination and 
form rather refining existing 
models  
 

  Washington Irving’s “Rip 
Van Winkle”, William Cullen 
Bryant’s  “Thanatopsis”, 
Dunbar’s “We Wear the 
Mask”, Poems of Emily 
Dickinson, Walt Whitman 
“Leaves of Grass” etc  

RENAISSANCE/ 
TRANSCENDENTALISM  
 
(1840 – 1860) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(“Dark” Romantics or Gothics) 

Transcendentalistsm  Literary 
style: Incisive, philosphical, 
poetic, captures, “metaphor run 
and lapsing into mysticism for 
mysticism’s sake”, close 
observations 
Criticised for being ornate and 
pretentious 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Anti-transcendentalists: style 
combines elements of both horror 
and romance. 
Use of superstitious elements in 
Romance 

Transcendentalists’ beliefs: Both 
man and nature are essentially 
good.  
 
Society and its institutions—
particularly organized religion and 
political parties—ultimately 
corrupted the purity of the 
individual.   
People are at their best when 
truly "self-reliant" and 
independent.  
It is only from such real individuals 
that true community could be 
formed. 
 
 
 
The effect of Gothic fiction feeds 
on a pleasing sort of terror, an 
extension of Romantic literary 
pleasures that were relatively new 
at the time of Walpole's novel. 

Transcendentalism was a 
philosophical movement that 
developed in the 1830s and 1840s 
in the Eastern region of the United 
States as a protest to the general 
state of culture and society, and in 
particular, the state of 
intellectualism at Harvard 
University and the doctrine of the 
Unitarian church taught at Harvard 
Divinity School. 
 
Thoreau in his works showed an 
ethical commitment abolitionism, 
and political theory of civil 
disobedience and peaceful 
resistance. 
 
The name Gothic refers to the 
(pseudo)-medieval buildings in 
which many of these stories take 
place. 
 

Ralph Waldo Emerson, 
Henry David Thoreau, John 
Muir, Margaret Fuller and 
Amos Bronson Alcott. 
Other prominent 
transcendentalists included 
Louisa May Alcott, Charles 
Timothy Brooks, Orestes 
Brownson, 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Initiated by Walpole “the 
Castle of Otranto” sub-
titled “A Gothic Story”.  
Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein 
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Use of symbolism to great effect 
to convey sin, pain and evil  
Melodrama and parody (including 
self-parody) were other long-
standing features of the 
 

 
 

The English gothic novel also led to 
new novel types such as the 
German Schauerroman and the 
French roman noir. 
 
Gothicism's origin is attributed to 
English author Horace Walpole, 
with his 1764 novel The Castle of 
Otranto, subtitled "A Gothic 
Story". 
 

and the works of Edgar Allan 
Poe.  
Bram Stoker’s Dracula. 
  

REALISM 
 
(1855 – 1900) 

Novels and Short Stories: 
Objective narrator – lets readers 
make judgments 
 
Dialogue includes various voices 
 
Social Realism: aims to change a 
specific social problem 
 
Aesthetic Realism: Art that 
insists on detailing the world as 
one sees it without embellishing 
the truth.  

With the growth of 
industrialization Man began to 
feel more and more alienated 
from self, society etc leaving 
individual weak and vulnerable.  
 
Emphasis on inner strength: 
kindness, flexibility and 
individuality to surmount the 
moral and social degeneration. 
 

U.S. Civil War (1861-1865) 
between industrial North and the 
agricultural slave-owning South 
highlighted problems of 
urbanization, industrialization and 
“money interests” of “robber 
barons” like J.P. Morgan. Their 
eastern banks tightly controlled 
mortgages and credit, railroad 
companies charged high prices. 
 
Number of millionaires grew 
phenomenally during this era at the 
expense of the poor farmer and 
working class.  
 
“Wage Slavery” - Poor and 
overcrowded housing, unsanitary 
conditions, low pay, difficult 

American Literary Scene 
Stephen Crane’s  Maggie: A 
Girl of the Streets, Jack 
London’s Martin Eden, 
Theodore Dreiser’s An 
American Tragedy 
 
British Literary Scene 
Jane Austen, The bronte 
Sisters, Charles dickens, 
Willaiam Thackeray, George 
Eliot, Anthony Trollope, 
Thomas Hardy, Arthur 
Conan Doyle, HG Wells…  
 
The Age of Innocence: 
Wharton was heavily 
influenced by Henry James 
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working conditions, and inadequate 
restraints on business. 
 
Growth of labour unions… 
 
Realism is a literary movement that 
started in France in the 1850s as a 
reaction against Romanticism and 
which tried to show "life as it was" 
in literature all over Europe.  
A reaction to Romanticism, a 
stress on reason and positivism, and 
a faith in the power of the artist to 
show reality. 
 
In England, this movement 
coincided approximately with the 
"Victorian era", a period ruled by 
Queen Victoria (1837-1901) which 
meant the height of the British 
Empire and the Industrial 
Revolution. The United Kingdom 
expanded its borders into America, 
Africa, Asia, and Oceania and 
became the first economic and 
political world power. 
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THE MODERNS 
 
(1900 – 1950) 

Highly experimental – writers 
breaking away from traditional 
styles 
 
Interior Monologue and Stream 
of Consciousness 
 
Stein- use of simple concrete 
words as counters – developed 
abstract experimental prose - 
childlike quality of simple 
vocabulary - recalls the bright , 
primary colours of modern art 
 
Repetitions echoed the repeated 
shapes of abstract visual 
compositions. 
 
Dislocating grammar…  

Socially progressive trend of 
thought that affirms the power of 
human beings to create, improve 
and reshape their environment 
with the aid of practical 
experimentation, scientific 
knowledge, or technology 
 
American Vision: 
Individuals in the pursuit of the 
great American Dream 
 
Admiration of America as land of 
milk and honey – new eden 
 
Individual’s sense of optimism 
grew 
 
Encouraged the re-examination 
of every aspect of existence, from 
commerce to philosophy, with the 
goal of finding that which was 
'holding back' progress in spite of 
the technological advancements, 
and replacing it with new ways of 
reaching the same end 

Wave of technological changes of 
the 20th Century – modernism 
generally embraced these changes 
because it brought conveniences, 
better life – faster, mechanized… 
 
Rise of Youth Culture 
 
WW1 and WW2 
 
Harlem Renaissance 
 
Modernism as an aesthetic 
introspection. This facilitates 
consideration of specific reactions 
to the use of technology in the 
First World War, and anti-
technological and nihilistic aspects 
of the works of diverse thinkers and 
artists spanning the period from 
Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900) 
to Samuel Beckett (1906–1989) 
 
  

American Literary Scene: 
Fitzgerald’s The Great 
Gatsby, Poetry of Jeffers 
Williams, EE Cummings, 
Robert Frost, TS Eliot, 
Sandburg, Pound, 
Robinson… 
 
Novels of Steinbeck, 
Hemingway, Thurber, 
Faulkner 
 
British and European literary 
scene: 
 
Poetry – David Jones, Hugh 
MacDiarmid, Mina Loy, 
Basil Bunting… 
 
Prose and Drama – Edward 
Lear, Lewis Caroll, Joseph 
Conrad, Bertholt Brecht… 
 
All My Sons and A Streetcar 
Named Desire 

HARLEM RENAISSANCE  
 
(1920s) 
Parallel to modernism 

Allusions to African—America 
Spirituals 
 
Uses structure and rhythm of 

The individual’s painful 
psychologica l  struggle  to 
overcome stereotypes. 
 

The birth of Gospel Music. Blues 
and Jazz transmitted across 
America via radio and phonographs 
Mass African American migration 

Essays and poetry of W.E.B. 
Dubois 
 
Poetry of McKay, Toomer, 
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blues songs in poetry (use of 
repetition to produce effect of 
incantations) 
 
Superficial stereotypes subverted 
to reveal complex characters 
 
Zora Neale Hurston explored 
interesting narrative structure, 
splitting the presentation of the 
story between high literary 
narration and idiomatic discourse. 
The long passages of discourse 
celebrate the culturally rich 
voices; 
Use of distinctive grammar, 
vocabulary, and tone mark their 
individuality. 
	  

Works were used to politicize the 
need to subvert mindsets 
depicted by society.  

to Northern Urban centres. 
African Americans had more 
access to media and publishing 
outlets after they moved North. 

Cullen 
 
Poetry, short stories and 
novels of Hurston  
“Their Eyes Were Watching 
God” 

POST MODERNISM 
 
(1950 to present – many 
critica merge postmodern with 
contemporary) 

Blurs lines of reality for reader. 
Creates heightened sense of 
uncertainty: what is and what is 
not, isolation, alienation… 
 
Usually humourless writing but 
many also engaged in dark 
humour, wry ironic humour. 
Pinter “Comedy of Menace” 
 
 

Turning from external reality to 
examine inner states of 
consciousness (draws on streams 
of consciousness) 
 
Drew on Nihilistic beliefs of 
1800s  – all knowledge is 
impossible, all alleged 
metaphysical truths/values are 
illusory. 
 

 A reaction against modernism in 
the wake of the Second World 
War: Geneva Convention, through 
the atomic bombings of Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki, the Holocaust, the 
bombing of Dresden, the fire-
bombing of Tokyo, and Japanese 
American internment.  
 
 
 

American Literary Scene: 
Norman Mailer, Thomas 
Pynchon, Kurt Vonnegut, 
Don DeLillo, David Foster 
Wallace, Paul Auster 
 
Irish, British and European 
literary scene: Samuel 
Beckett, William S. 
Burroughs, Jorge Luis 
Borges, Julio Cortázar and 
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Employs Metafiction to 
undermine writer’s authority – 
the way the story is told equally 
important to story itself 
 
Multiple viewpoints: The Sound 
and Fury breaks up narrative into 
4 sections, each giving the 
viewpoint of a different character. 
Social issues raised  
No heroes 
 
Minimalism – sparse, use of 
silence, pauses  

Drew on existentialist ideas – God 
is Dead (Nietzsche) – 
Consciousness of total open-
endedness leads to dread (despair, 
anguish, angst, angoisse._ 
 
Embraces fragmentation rather 
than fear it…  
 
Exploration of marginalized 
aspects of life and marginalized 
elements of society. 
 
Post modern society cannot be 
explained or understood 
 
Controlling influences on society 
– frightening – creates sense f 
heightened paranoia 
 

It could also imply a reaction to 
significant post-war events: the 
beginning of the Cold War, the civil 
rights movement in the United 
States, postcolonialism 
(Postcolonial literature), and the 
rise of the personal computer 
(Cyberpunk fiction and Hypertext 
fiction). 
 
Significant publications or literary 
events. John Hawkes' The Cannibal 
in 1949, the first performance of 
En attendant Godot in 1953 
(Waiting for Godot, 1955), the first 
publication of Howl in 1956 or of 
Naked Lunch in 1959. 
 
For others the beginning is marked 
by moments in critical theory: 
Jacques Derrida's "Structure, Sign, 
and Play" lecture in 1966 or as late 
as Ihab Hassan's usage in The 
Dismemberment of Orpheus in 1971.  
 
 
 

Gabriel García Márquez] 
The work of Jarry, the 
Surrealists, Antonin Artaud, 
Luigi Pirandello and so on 
also influenced the work of 
playwrights from the Theatre 
of the Absurd. The term 
"Theatre of the Absurd" was 
coined by Martin Esslin to 
describe a tendency in 
theatre in the 1950s; he 
related it to Albert Camus's 
concept of the absurd.  
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