The Fault Lines of Gender, Sexuality, and Class in Post-War British Experimental Writing (1945-1979)

1. Context and Research Question

The period 1945-1979 in Britain was one of profound social transformation, marked by the implementation
and consolidation of the welfare state, the upheavals of decolonisation and mass immigration, the Northern
Irish Troubles, the liberalisation of laws concerning sexuality, reproductive rights, and divorce, and the
persistent, complex renegotiation of class structures. Within the literary field, this era witnessed a vibrant strand
of what has often been termed experimental writing. Authors such as ]G Ballard, John Berger, Brigid Brophy,
Christine Brooke-Rose, Eva Figes, B. S. Johnson, Anna Kavan, Doris Lessing, and Ann Quin sought formal
innovation to grapple with the dislocations, tensions, fears, and hopes of the British post-war years. Existing
scholarship has productively analysed this corpus mainly through the prisms of existentialism, trauma, and
formal experimentation, with a renewed interest for these writers having emerged over the last twenty years.
Aside from works dealing with the authors individually!, several books have been devoted to looking at them
as a whole and to formulating ideas about their collective literary project. Among these, one might single out
Lyndsey Stonebridge & Marina McKay’s British Fiction after Modernism: The Novel at Mid-Century (2006), Francis
Booth’s The British Experimental Novel 1940-1980 (2012) or even Andrew Hodgson’s The Post-War Experimental
Novel: British and French Fiction, 1945-75 (2020) which offers a welcome comparative approach. However, a
significant critical gap remains. There has been no sustained, systematic study that places the intersecting
pressures of gender, sexuality, and class at the centre of an analysis of this experimental impulse. These
identities were not just discrete thematic concerns but constitutive forces shaping the very form and possibility
of narrative. How did the experience of femininities, masculinities, queer desire, or working-class subjectivities,
in a period of both repression and incipient liberation, necessitate or inflect a break with realist conventions?
How did experimental forms — fragmented narratives, destabilised syntax, typographical play, metafiction —
become sites for encoding, protesting, or navigating the constraints of gender norms, sexual freedoms, and
class politics? This project argues that the “fault lines” of social identity — their fractures, tensions, and
pressures — are not merely reflected in, but are actively generative of, the formal experiments of the
period. It seeks to remap post-war British experimental writing by interrogating the hypothesis that
its aesthetic radicalism is inextricable from its engagement with these specific social contradictions,
particularly in relation to gender.

2. Scientific objectives

This research project aims to produce a new critical framework for understanding the relationship
between class, gender and sexual identity and literary form in post-war Britain. In order to do this, the
first step will involve fully contextualizing the period between 1945 and 1979, justifying the temporal
boundaries which mark the project’s span. 1945 marks the end of WW?2 and the arrival to power of the Labour
Party on the promise of eradicating the “Giant Evils” identified in the Beveridge Report of 1942 (squalor,
ignorance, want, idleness, and disease), while 1979 marks the arrival in Downing Street of Margaret Thatcher
at the head of a Conservative government intent on drastic economic reform and on stifling the role and power
of trade unions in British society. Between these two dates, Britain experienced something of a Golden Age
(1950-1969), marked by the emphasis on Keynesian economic management and nationalisation of major
industries and utilities, renewed economic prosperity after the austerity of the wartime period, and a cultural
and sexual revolution. The exuberance and radicalism of this era then segued into the economic crises of the
1970s, ending with the “Winter of Discontent” in 1978-79. Buttressed by this strong socio-political appraisal,
the project will then present theoretically-informed close readings of selected texts to investigate how their
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formal departures articulate the subjective experience of gendered, sexual, and class marginalisations
or freedoms and to demonstrate how these three categories intersect and produce specific formal
innovations. One major requirement of this research will be to ascertain how these new experimental
fictions resonate with and/or depart from Modernist fiction and to situate the cotpus within the
material conditions of its production and reception, exploring how the literary marketplace impeded or
facilitated experimental fiction dealing with feminist, queer, or class issues. The completed doctoral dissertation
should, ultimately, provide a comparative taxonomy of experiment, moving beyond the homogenising
notion of “experimental fiction” and identifying specific modes of formal innovation relative to overlapping
feminist, queer, or class perspectives.

3 Scientific approach and theoretical scaffolding

This project is anchored in a dual methodological commitment: it proposes to weave together a historical-
materialist literary sociology with a formalist and narratological analysis. This double-pronged approach
is designed to bridge a persistent critical divide, treating literary form not as an autonomous aesthetic sphere
but as a dynamic site where social contradictions are mediated, negotiated, and often resisted. The historical-
materialist strand will reconstruct the conditions of textual production and reception — examining publishing
landscapes, institutional gatekeeping, and the lived material realities of gender, sexuality, and class.
Concurrently, rigorous stylistic analysis will analyse how these societal “fault lines” manifest formally. To navigate
this intersection of the social and the aesthetic, the research will be guided by three main theoretical frameworks:
feminist and queer studies, materialist criticism, and formalism. Among the thinkers one might privilege
here, one can mention Marxist critics such as Terry Eagleton (Marxism and Literary Criticism, 2002), Moyra
Haslett (Marxist Literary and Cultural Theories, 1999), or Francis Mulhern (Contemporary Marxist Literary Criticism,
2014); feminist and queer theorists as diverse as Silvia Federici (Beyond the Periphery of the Skin. Rethinking,
Rematking, and Reclaiming the Body in Contemporary Capitalism, 2019), Totil Moi (Sexual/ Textual Politics, 224 ed, 2005),
Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, (Between Men: English Literature and Male Homosocial Desire, 1985), Rita Felski (Beyond
Feminist Aesthetics: Feminist Literature and Social Change, 1989), Jack Halberstam (The Queer Art of Failure, 2011),
and Sara Ahmed (Willful Subjects, 2014). While this core framework is indispensable, the project may explore
other theoretical angles. Approaches such as affect theory, reception studies, or decolonial thought may be
also incorporated where the primary corpus reveals their necessity.

4 Insertion within the research ecosystem of Sorbonne Université

This research would resonate with the interdisciplinary work carried out within the Initiative Genre and
Philomel, in particular with the “travsersales du genre” which explore the possibilities and limits of thinking
with and through intersectionality. More widely, however, since it aims to investigate the place of literature in
the construction and destabilisation of masculinities, femininities, sexualities and class markers in post-war
Britain, it would also fit with the preoccupations of the “Littérature a ’oblique” seminar. The project is also
firmly anchored in two of the research strands of the Sphinx consortium (“Axe 1/Fabrique du
patrimoine”), particularly “Canons artistiques — normes et évolutions” and “Matrimoines, patrimoines
minorés,” as it hopes to uncover the ways in which post-war British experimental fiction, which has perhaps
received less criticism than it should, toyed with the whole question of canon-making (and breaking) by
exaggerating, mocking, rupturing, and in some cases maintaining literary norms, driving them to evolve in
innovative ways. This doctoral research will be carried out in the research centre VALE (EA 4085) and will
resonate with work being carried out there within the axe “PACT” (Penser P’actuel), soon to become
“Narrative Matters.” This project responds to the specific question of how narratives matter in terms of
reflecting and shaping imaginaries of gender, sexuality, and class and, in turn, of how these social factors
influence contemporary aesthetics. The post-war British experimental novel then moves well beyond the
representative realm to become a space of knowledge production in and of itself, inviting reflection on the
politics and poetics of class, gender, and sexuality. The supervisor, Pr Fiona McCann, has published
extensively on contemporary fiction from a feminist, gender and/or sexual politics angle (eg. “Forms of Care:
Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s Awmericanah (2014), Agency, and Decolonial Feminism” in Harpin & Raynaud
(eds.), Etudes littéraires africaines, “(Re)lire les féminismes noirs”, 2021 or “Queer Archipelagic Migrations in
Nuala O’Connot’s Seaborne (2024)” in Mianowski & Molinari (eds.), Migrations in Irish Society and Literature. New
Worlds, New Words, Palgrave 2026). She has also supervised PhD research on queer and feminist literature and
epistemologies.

Applicants should hold an MA in English or Comparative Literature with “Mention trés bien” (or international
equivalent) and will be free to choose their own corpus from the list of authors mentioned above.



