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WHEN “HUMAN CHARACTER CHANGED”:
1910 AND NATIONAL DISCOURSE

Introduction

In her 1924 essay “Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown”, Virginia Woolf
famously asserted that “on or about December 1910 human character
changed” (Woolf, 1924: 4). Heralding the advent of modernism in the
history of British literature and art, this assertion has provided a useful
chronological protocol in modernist studies. However, Woolf’s choice
of year (1910) and subject (character) surpasses both its literary and
art historical contexts, and invites perspectives from Britain’s political
history and national discourse. This article explores Woolf’s assertion
alongside a reshaping of the British political landscape between 1910 and
1924, paying further attention to a robust emphasis on continuity during
said period. It contends that, much as a leftward turn in British politics
catalysed Woolf’s representation of character, she dissented from national
discourse for the sake of a new subjectivity.

Change in human character in critical reflection

“Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown” evolved as a lecture, which Woolf
delivered to the Heretics Society in Cambridge and published under
the title “Character in Fiction” in The Criterion, a journal edited by
T. S. Eliot, in July 1924. The essay responds to Arnold Bennett’s charge
against contemporary writers, such as D. H. Lawrence, James Joyce, and
T. S. Eliot, whose characters ostensibly lack reality (Woolf, 1924: 3).
Woolf not only challenges Bennett’s notion of reality and his licence to
judge it, but also proposes to separate the writers of Bennett’s generation
(H. G. Wells and John Galsworthy) from those belonging to her own
(E. M. Forster, D. H. Lawrence, Lytton Strachey, James Joyce, T. S. Eliot,
and herself) (Woolf, 1924: 4). The fault-lines between Edwardians and
Georgians demarcate the difference in the representation of character.
According to Woolf, the Edwardians frequently place character in

secondary importance to “an enormous stress upon the fabric of things”
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(Woolf, 1924: 18). The Georgians, in turn, grapple with the need to
overcome their predecessors’ inadequacies before developing the tools of
their own. Throughout her essay, Woolfuses the example of a Mrs. Brown,
an impoverished sixty-year-old woman whom she allegedly observed
on a train journey from Richmond to Waterloo. For Woolf, Mrs. Brown
conveys an elusive “oddity and significance” (Woolf, 1924: 20), and the
future of English literature will depend on the representation of this new
subjectivity. As Woolf pleads, “we are trembling on the verge of one of
the great ages of English literature. But it can only be reached if we are
determined never, never to desert Mrs. Brown” (Woolf, 1924: 24).

In examining Woolf’s assertion about the change in human character,
critics have traced it to the exhibition of Post-Impressionist art held in
London between November 1910 and January 1911. Organized by Roger
Fry, the exhibition came as a shock to the British public, unprepared to
appreciate the work of Edouard Manet, Georges Seurat, Paul Gaugin,
Vincent Van Gogh, and Paul Cézanne. In Edwardian Occasions: Essays
on English Writing in the Early Twentieth Century (1972), Samuel Hynes
has dubbed the event “the radical change of consciousness”, particularly
visible in the different form and structure of representation (Hynes, 1972:
4). For Peter Stansky, the exhibition marked Britain’s entry into “the story
of a modernism that since the turn of the century had had a number of
its events occur on the Continent” (Stansky, 1996: 1). Historically, this
entry coincided with the death of King Edward VII, which brought the
preceding era to a symbolic close. In Modernist Fiction (1992), Randall
Stevenson has reminded us that Woolf made her assertion in “a turbulent
time of agitation by trade unions, by the Home Rule movement in Ireland,
and — probably most significantly for Woolf — by the Suffragettes, in many
violent demonstrations on the streets of London” (Stevenson, 1998: 65).
According to Stevenson, the representation of character turned inward,
when extant British hierarchies and divisions became increasingly more
precarious (Stevenson, 1998: 65). In his “Introduction” to a special
volume of Literature and History (2013), Matthew Creasy highlights
“a mixture of equivocation and judicious caution about pinning down a
point of momentous historical change”, which evidences itself in Woolf’s
unconventional use of grammar and syntax (Creasy, 2013: 3). Indeed, the
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temporal clause “on or about December 1910 avoids stating a date to
sanction the occurrence of “on” and, in doing so, violates the normative
usage of “in” before a month. Woolf’s indeterminate chronology becomes
a point of reference for other contributors to the volume. They expand on
further cultural and historical events that took place in 1910 and included
debates surrounding the Romantic-Classical divide, the Vatican’s reaction
against heresy in the form of “The Oath against Modernism” (1910), and
a re-emergence of the “invasion trope” in the face of a newly pending
German threat. In Dreams of Modernity: Psychoanalysis, Literature,
Cinema (2014), Laura Marcus questions the attempts to construe Woolf’s
assertion in reference to events; instead, she proposes to account for the
writer’s emphasis on character as an impression (Marcus, 2014: 134).
Marcus links the idea of change to how Woolf conceives of the creation
of character. It starts with an impression from experience and afterwards
translates into an impression of a smaller printing press, similar to The
Hogarth Press run by Woolf’s husband Leonard (Marcus, 2014: 136). By
this logic, Woolf grounds character in the new cultural production, more
accommodating to the impression of subjectivity.

Even though extant research provides invaluable critical insight into the
arrival of modernism and rupture with the earlier modes of representation,
it remains largely mute about the significance of 1910 in Britain’s political
history and national discourse. Since Woolf proposed the change in
human character in retrospect, she could be especially perceptive to a
reconfiguration of the British political landscape, which happened between
1910 and 1924, and installed the Labour Party in government. Additionally,
Woolf’s endorsement of a different representation of character testifies to
a contemporary shift in national discourse, marked by the emergence of an
introspective type of subjectivity. In what follows, this article contextualizes
national discourse in the historical moment of 1910 and beyond, and
considers the pertinence of political change to that in human character.

Continuity and change of national discourse

National discourse has been the subject of a number of identity studies
that appeared in the 1990s and early 2000s. Among the more seminal
interventions, one should mention Literary Englands: Versions of
“Englishness” in Modern Writing (1993) by David Gervais, Landscape
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and Englishness (1998) by David Matless, Englishness and National
Culture (1999) by Anthony Easthope, Identity of England (2002) by
Robert Colls, and The Making of English National Identity (2003) by
Krishan Kumar. Collectively, these studies seek “to define a national
style”, as fuzzy as such a category may be (Mandler, 2001: 120). In
The Politics of Englishness (2007), Arthur Aughey has lifted the idea of
national identity to a level where it becomes at once the intrinsic and
mutable quality of a political process. In his words, “Englishness is
indeed a construct, though not a product of the moment, and its political
arrangements are not permanent fixtures, but ones that are modifiable by
circumstance and by will” (Aughey, 2007: 10). Aughey avoids searching
for Englishness in “the discussion of absolutely everything” (Aughey,
2007: 6). This approach implies that national discourse can be gleaned
from Britain’s political history.

British national discourse has its origins in the political enterprise
to forge a British state, a United Kingdom, which reaches back to the
1707 Act of Union between the Kingdom of England and Kingdom of
Scotland. Since its gestation, the British state has retained a stronghold
in England, which, being the largest, most populous, and economically
dominant part of the UK, has taken on the role of a normative linchpin for
things British, be it the royal family, British English, British citizenship,
or — historically — Protestantism and the British Empire. Perhaps,
following the rise of Scottish and Welsh nationalisms in the late 1980s,
the “consciousness of Britain” is no longer “predominantly English”
(Grainger, 1986: 53). However, despite the devolutionary processes in
Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland, English attitudes prevail over
Scottish and Northern Irish sentiments, as became evident in the Brexit
referendum of 2016 (“UK Votes”, 2016). English hegemony inflects
British national discourse and “serves the integrity, continuity, and power
structures of the British polity” (Shadurski, 2020: 182).

Burkean conservatism lies at the foundation of British national
discourse. Formulated by Edmund Burke in his Reflections on the
Revolution in France and on the Proceedings in Certain Societies in
London Relative to That Event (1790), this ideology denigrates revolution
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and foreign influence, while at the same time upholding English
institutions as guarantors of liberty. Burke valorised continuity, inscribed
in Magna Carta and the 1689 Bill of Rights, and opposed the prospect of
any disruptive change: “By this unprincipled facility of changing the state
as often, and as much, and in as many ways as there are floating fancies or
fashions, the whole chain and continuity of the commonwealth would be
broken. No one generation could link with the other. Men would become
little better than the flies of a summer” (Burke, 1983: 193). Burke’s
investment in continuity and generational links signals an important
organizing principle of national discourse. This principle overlaps with
what is known as Whig historiography, a version of history in which
social progress equals a slow and halting working-out of long-lasting
emancipatory reforms, rather than revolutions (Shadurski, 2020: 33).
Founded on Burkean conservatism, national discourse allows a degree of
innovation, as long as the continuity of existing power structures remains
unchallenged.

The year 1910 marked a milestone in the transformation of British
national discourse. In The Condition of England (1909), Charles
F. G. Masterman provides a longer-term perspective on the ongoing
process, diagnosing it through reference to the English landscape. He
observes: “A few generations ago [...] England was the population of
the English countryside: ‘the rich man in his castle’, ‘the poor man at
his gate’; the feudal society of country house, country village, and little
country town, in a land whose immense wealth still slept undisturbed. But
no one today would seek in the ruined villages and dwindling population
of the countryside the spirit of an ‘England’ four-fifths of whose people
have now crowded into the cities. The little red-roofed towns and
hamlets, the labourer in the fields at noontide or evening, the old English
service in the old English village church, now stand but as the historical
survival of a once great and splendid past” (Masterman, 1909: 13). For
Masterman, modernity has triggered the curtailment of aristocrat-peasant
relationships, manifest in the decomposition of age-old certainties.
Recorded on the eve of 1910, his anxiety laments the continuing change
in the political landscape.
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Unlike Masterman’s, Woolf’s view of the scale of change takes on a
less minatory and somewhat more precocious dimension. In “Mr. Bennett
and Mrs. Brown”, she admits: “All human relations have shifted — those
between masters and servants, husbands and wives, parents and children.
And when human relations change there is at the same time a change in
religion, conduct, politics, and literature. Let us agree to place one of these
changes about the year 1910” (Woolf, 1924: 5). Written from the vantage
point of 1924, Woolf’s overview of a wholesale social shift registers a
reconfiguration of the British political landscape that took more than a
year to complete. Between 1868 and 1918, the UK Liberal Party ruled the
country almost single-handedly, carrying the banner of continuity in the
name of the freeborn Englishman. However, the Liberals hit a dead end
in 1910, when they could not act convincingly on the limitation of upper-
class privilege, Irish Home Rule, women’s rights, and the creation of a
welfare state. In The Strange Death of Liberal England (1935), George
Dangerfield demonstrates the remit of the party’s crisis in 1910: “before
them stood a barrier of Capital which they dared not attack. Behind
them stood the House of Lords” (Dangerfield, 1997: 21). Still failing to
enfranchise all women over the aged of 21 in 1918, the Liberals stayed
in office as part of a coalition government. Eventually, they were voted
out in 1924, when, following the seismic gains at the ballot box between
1910 and 1924, Labour obtained a parliamentary majority and assumed
government (Shadurski, 2020: 34, 98).

However, the Liberals’ demission did not pose a significant challenge
to British national discourse. In Red Flag and Union Jack: Englishness,
Patriotism and the British Left, 1881-1924 (1998), Paul Ward shows
that Labour espoused the parliamentary system of government as “the
sole legitimate vehicle for the advance of socialism” (Ward, 1998: 5).
Additionally, the party relied heavily on the vocabulary of continuity,
which allowed them “to brand anarchism, Marxism and syndicalism as
foreign” (Ward, 1998: 197). In this context, Woolf’s appreciation of a
thoroughgoing social shift was largely sanguine, while British national
discourse proved highly robust and adaptable to a new political landscape.
Yet an inchoate leftward turn in British politics enabled Woolf to identify
1910 as a watershed in the representation of character.
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Character and national discourse

Further to referencing the year 1910, Woolf invested change in
“human character”. Her choice of words evokes the English character, an
idiom commonly used by British writers and commentators between the
late nineteenth and the first half of the twentieth century. In The English
National Character: The History of an ldea from Edmund Burke to Tony
Blair (2006), Peter Mandler has established that the idiom of character
emerged in the work of nineteenth-century public moralists. John Stuart
Mill, Thomas Carlyle, John Ruskin, and Matthew Arnold had come to
think of their audiences in terms of a “psychologically homogeneous
unit”, the “nation” (Mandler, 2006: 26). With the expansion of public
education and readership in the late nineteenth century in Britain, the
English character supplied a model for moderation, inventiveness,
reasonableness, and confidence in British imperial superiority. However,
the failures of Britain’s civilizing mission in South Africa and Ireland
refocused the idiom of character from the bombast of empire to the
domesticities of daily life; in other words, the character of an outgoing
Great Briton morphed into that of an introspective Little Englander. The
First World War renewed the relevance of the English character to the
unity of the British nation in times of turmoil. The interwar years saw a
resurgence of self-celebratory accounts of British exceptionalism: unlike
his European counterparts, the Englishman shunned extremes and stood
for liberty (Shadurski, 2020: 41, 43-44).

In her assessment of how ‘“human character changed”, Woolf
transcribes at once a familiarity with national discourse and an intention
to overcome it. She opens her essay by illustrating the change through the
character of a cook: “The Victorian cook lived like a leviathan in the lower
depths, formidable, silent, obscure, inscrutable; the Georgian cook is a
creature of sunshine and fresh air; in and out of the drawing-room, now
to borrow The Daily Herald, and now to ask advice about a hat” (Woollf,
1924: 5). Shown to arise from her subterranean existence, Woolf’s cook
assumes increased social visibility, alongside a whole domestic sphere
which she represents. Since Woolf allows the cook to embody change,
she not only transgresses extant hierarchies of representation, but also
dissents from national discourse, centred on a privileged middle-class
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male character. In his pre-Revolution article “Can the Bolsheviks Retain
State Power?” (“Uderzhat li bol’sheviki gosudarstvennuiu vlast’”, 1917),
Vladimir Lenin also uses the example of a cook to explain the aspirations
of a proletarian government: “We know that any unskilled worker and
any cook are not yet able to take on the task of administering a state. [...]
We demand that training in the work of state administration should be
conducted by class-conscious workers and soldiers and that this training
should begin immediately [...]” (Lenin, 1969: 315). Despite becoming
a proverbial slogan that “Every cook must learn to administer a state”,
Lenin’s original remark stipulates a condition in which, regardless of
their class and gender, all workers receive representation in a Bolshevik
state. In Lenin, the cook epitomizes the outcome of a revolution and a
beginning of a new political and socioeconomic order. In Woolf, the cook
only initiates a long and halting process of emancipation. She stands in
a complex dual relationship to national discourse: her emergence both
challenges and ensures the continuity of the British state.

Woolf’s response to national discourse presupposes the suspension of
certainties pertaining, primarily, to gender, status, and class. Woolf draws
on the diminishment of the British imperial project, urging the novelists
“to express character — not to preach doctrines, sing songs, or celebrate the
glories of the British Empire [...]” (Woolf, 1924: 9). Mrs. Brown, the central
character of Woolf’s essay, marks a break in the representation of character,
precisely because she exists in experience, rather than being modelled on
a type. Her introspection signals an affinity with the English character; yet
unlike the idiomatic Englishman, Mrs. Brown does not epitomize either
a Great Briton or a Little Englander. She has no membership of a men-
only club and partakes of no “‘God-given’ mission” of the British Empire
(Kumar, 2003: 196); her class belonging is a matter of conjecture and
shifting circumstance. Through Mrs. Brown, Woolf abandons the idiom
of character and renegotiates national discourse. Her representation of
character commits itself to a more diverse human subjectivity.

Conclusion and coda: 2020 and British exceptionalism

For Woolf, 1910 witnessed a major shift in the representation of
character. Woolf’s political insight permitted her to associate that
shift with an incipient direction in British politics, which resulted in
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the first Labour government in 1924, the year when “Mr. Bennett and
Mrs. Brown” was published. The reconfiguration of the British political
landscape occurred simultaneously with electoral reform and other
emancipatory movements, which put pressures on national discourse and
the idiom of character. Woolf treated both with ambivalence, utilizing
each as a point of reference and rupture. Her characters of a cook and
Mrs. Brown not only arise from under the weight of the middle-class
male-dominated English character, but also break free from its nuanced
hierarchies and privilege. This ambivalence leads back to the discursive
idea of continuity as a gradual and long-lasting process of emancipation.
At the same time, the new subjectivity of Woolf’s characters purports to
embrace a wider range of human features than the stratifying constraints
of national discourse could allow.

Woolf’s politically motivated humanization of character retains acute
significance nowadays. When Boris Johnson, the UK Prime Minister,
announced the closure of pubs, clubs, and restaurants in response to the
COVID-19 outbreak, he re-invoked the clichés of the English character:
“We’re taking away the ancient, inalienable right of free-born people of
the United Kingdom to go to the pub. [...] I know how difficult it is, how
it seems to go against the freedom-loving instincts of the British people”
(quoted in O’Toole, 2020). In emphasizing liberty as an ancient birth right,
Johnson’s address not only elides a whole political history of emancipation
in Britain, but also ignores the fact that a large portion of British population
were born outside the UK. This stance bespeaks an unfortunate failure to
desert national discourse and look beyond British exceptionalism to a wider
humanity. Human character may have changed “on or about December
19107, as Woolf asserted. However, the trappings of British national
discourse, including the idiom of character, remain in place in 2020.
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AHoTauis
M. llapypcebkuii. Koou «1roacbKkuil Xapakrep 3MiHMBCSD):
1910 pik i HauioHAJBLHUH AUCKYPC

VY cBoemy ece «Mictep benner i Miccic bpayn» (1924) Bipmxkunis Bynd
CTBEPIKYE, O «IPUOII3HO Bix rpyaHs 1910 poxy MONCHKUI XapakTep 3MiHUB-
csi». Lle BijioMe BUCIIOBIIIOBaHHS CTAJIO IIPOBICHUKOM MOYATKY €IIOXH MOAEPHI3-
My B aHIJIHCBHKIiH JiTepaTypi Ta MHCTENTBI, Mi3HIIIE — ICTOPHIHUM MapKepOM.
ITpore, mpobnemaruka 1poro ece Bynd He BuUepIyeThes JiTEpaTypO3HABIUM
YM MHUCTEITBO3HABUUM KOHTEKCTOM. He 3Bakaroun Ha YMCENBHICTH IHTEpIIpe-
TaliiHNX, 6iorpadiuHMX Ta iICTOPUYHHX Mpallb, HAYKOBII HE Opajy 10 yBaru
BIDIMB MOJITHYHOI icTopii BemukoOpuraHii 1 HaI[iOHATBHOTO AUCKYpPCY Ha IIE
TBepKeHHs miucbMeHHui. Ockinbku Bynd BuzHauna 3MiHu y 300pakeHHi Xa-
pakTepy peTpOCHEKTHBHO, ii BHCIOBIIOBAHHS BKa3y€e HA 3MIHH B IOJIITUIHOMY
nmannmadri BemukoOpuTtanii, mo BinOyBammcs mixk 1910 Ta 1924-mMu pokamu i
TADH 3a co00r0 mpuxin 10 Biaaau Jleibopucrcrkoi maptii. OKpiM OO, CXBa-
neHHs Byn¢ mono iHmoro 306pakeHHS XapakTepy CBITYHUTH PO 3MiHY aKIIEH-
TiB y HaIlOHAIEHOMY IHCKYpPCI TOTO Yacy, KOTPUH MPOSBUBCS y IMOSIBI iHTPOC-
MEKTUBHOTO TUITY Cy0’€KTUBHOCTI. JlaHa CTaTTs IPOIIOHY€E KOHTEKCTyaIbHE PO-
YHTaHHS TBepyKeHH Bynd Ha ictopnanomy T 1910-x pokiB, 6epyun 10 yBaru
B33a€MO3B’SI30K 3MIHU XapakTepy 3 MONITHYHUMH TpaHC(OpPMAaLisIMH TOTO dacy.
Criepiiry aBTOp CTarTi aHaJIi3ye, SIK HAMIYE€HHUH Mepexif 10 MPaBIiHHS JIBUX CHIT
B OpHuTaHCHKi# momiThIli 103BoMB Bynd moznagwntu 1910-ii pik sk Bomoain y 30-
OpakeHHI XapakTepy. ABTOpP CTBEpXKYE, 110 OPUTAHCHKUI HalllOHAIBHHUH JTUC-
Kypc 3 HOT0 1/1e€10 KOHTHHYJILHOCTI OpUTAaHCHKOT JiepKaBH OJJHOYaCHO OOMEX-
ye 1 Kataiizye ciocobu 300pakeHHs. 30KpeMa, aBTOpP 30CEPEIKY€ETHCS HA TOMY,
HaCKUIBKH IBOICTHMH € XapaKTepH, CTBOPEHI CaMOI0 MICEMEHHUIIEIO, — KyXapKa
i miccic BpayH — no BiHOIIEHHIO O HAILlIOHAIBLHOTO AMCKYpCY. Y 3aKIIOYHIN
YaCTHHI CTATTi aBTOP JOXOOUTH BUCHOBKY, 110 By} nepeocmuciroe HamioHa b-
HUH TUCKYPC 1 CTAaBUTH 300pa’keHHS XapaKTepy B 3B 530K 3 PI3HOMAHITTSM JIIOA-
CBKOT Cy0’€EKTHBHICTI.

Kurouosi ciioBa: xapakrep, 300paykeHHsI, HAIOHATBHUHA TUCKYPC, TOTITHY-
Ha ictopis BemukoOpuranii, Bipmxunis Bynd, 1910 pik.

AHHOTALMSA
M. lapypckuii. Korna «4enoBeyeckuii XapakTep U3MeHUJICSD):
1910 ron ¥ HAMOHANBLHBIN AUCKYPC
B cBoem acce «Muctep benner m muccuc bpayn» (1924) Bupmxwuaus
Bynd 3asBmna, uro «rme-to B gekadpe 1910 roma yemoBedeckuid XapakTep



192 Hayxosi samcku XHITY im. I.C. CxoBopopu. Jliteparyposnasctso, 2020, Bum. 1(95)

HU3MEHWICS». DTO 3HAMEHHUTOE BBICKA3bIBAHUE MPEIBECTUIIO HAUaI0 3MOXU MO-
JIEpHU3Ma B aHIIMHACKOM JIMTEpaType U UCKYCCTBE, a TAKXKE BIIOCIICACTBUH CTa-
JIO CIIY’KUTh XPOHOJOTHYECKUM MapkepoM. OxmHako mpobiemsl scce Bynd ne
HCUEPIIBIBAIOTCS JIUTEPATYPOBETIECKUM U UCKYCCTBOBEAUECKUM KOHTEKCTOM, U
HECMOTPS Ha OOWJIME MHTEPIPETAMOHHBIX, ONOTpadUIeCKUX U UCTOPHUISCKUX
paboT OTCYTCTBYET MOHMMAHHUE BIMSHHSA NOJIUTHYECKOH McTOopuu BenmnkoOpu-
TaHUHM ¥ HALIMOHAJBHOTO JUCKypca Ha 3asBlIeHHE MucaTedbHUIL. [lockonbky
Bynd onpenenuna u3mMeHeHne B H300paXeHUN XapakTepa B PETPOCIECKTUBE, €€
BBICKA3bIBAHHE CBHUJICTEIHCTBYET O MEHSIOIEMCS TOJIUTHYECKOM JaHamadre B
Benukobpuranuu, kotopoe umesno mecto Mexay 1910 u 1924 ronamu u Biekio
3a coboit mpuxon JlelibopucTckol mapTuu K Biactu. [lomumo 3Toro, ogodpeHne
Byn¢ nroro n3obpakeHus xapakrepa TOBOPUT O COBPEMEHHOM €H CIIBUTE B Ha-
LUOHATBHOM JIUCKYpCE, KOTOPBIA COMPOBOXKIAJICS MOSBICHUEM UHTPOCIIEKTUB-
HOTO THIIAa CyOBEKTHBHOCTHU. JlaHHAs CTaThsl OCYLIECTBIISICT KOHTEKCTYaJbHOE
mpouTeHue 3aspieHus Byng Ha ucropmueckoM done 1910-x romos, obparmas
BHUMAaHHE Ha B3aUMOCBS3b M3MEHEHMH XapakTepa ¢ MOJIUTUYECKHUMH IepeMe-
Hamu. CTaThsl aHAIM3UPYET, KAK HAMETUBILIHICS IIEPEX0]] K MPaBICHUIO JIEBOTO
TONIKa B OpUTAHCKOM monmuTHKe mo3Bonwit Byiad obosznaunts 1910 rox B kaue-
CTBE Bozlopaszena B n3o0paxeHun xapakrepa. O0cyxaaercs 10, KakuM 00pazom
OpUTaHCKHI HAIMOHAIBHBIA JUCKYPC, POKYCHPYIOMINIACS Ha MIee IPEEMCTBEH-
HOCTH OpPHTaHCKOTO TOCYJapcTBa, OJHOBPEMEHHO OTPAaHMYMBACT M KaTaJHM3H-
pyet crocoObl n3o0pakeHusi. CTarhs MOKa3bIBAET, YTO XapaKTepbl, CO3/1aHHbIE
camoii Byn¢, — xyxapka u muccuc bpayH — HaXoaSTCsl B CJIO)KHOM JIBOIICTBEH-
HOM OTHOIICHHH K HAIIHOHAJIBHOMY JHCKypcy. B crarbe 3akimtogaercst, uro Byng
NIepEOCMBICITBACT HAIIMOHAJIBHBINA JUCKYPC, CTaBsi M300paKCHUE Xapakrepa B
HEpa3phIBHYIO CBSI3b C MHOTOOOPa3HeM YelIOBEUECKON CyObEKTHBHOCTH.
KaroueBble ciioBa: xapakrep, H300paskeHne, HAMOHAIBHBIH AUCKYPC, I10-
nuTuaeckas ucropus Benukodpurannu, Bupmxunus Byid, 1910 rox.

Abstract
M. Shadurski. When “Human Character Changed”:
1910 and National Discourse
Virginia Woolf famously asserted that “on or about December 1910 human
character changed”. Featured in her essay “Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown”, this
assertion heralded the advent of modernism in the history of British literature
and art; it also provided a useful chronological protocol in modernist studies.
However, Woolf’s choice of year (1910) and subject (character) surpasses both
its literary and art historical contexts. Even though extant research provides
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invaluable critical insight into Woolf’s essay, it remains largely mute about the
significance of 1910 in Britain’s political history and national discourse. Since
Woolf proposed the change in human character in retrospect, her assertion
testifies to a reshaping of the British political landscape, which happened between
1910 and 1924, and installed the Labour Party in government. Additionally,
Woolf’s endorsement of a different representation of character overlaps with
a contemporary shift in national discourse, marked by the emergence of an
introspective type of subjectivity. This article provides a contextual reading of
Woolf’s assertion against the period’s historical background, and considers the
pertinence of political change to that in human character. It examines how an
inchoate leftward turn in British politics permitted Woolf to identify 1910 as
a watershed in how character was represented. This analysis is followed by a
discussion of how British national discourse, with its emphasis on the continuity
of the British state, at once limits and catalyses the representation of character,
which becomes evident in Woolf’s portrayal of a cook and Mrs. Brown, who
stand in a complex dual relationship to national discourse. The article contends
that Woolf renegotiates national discourse, and her representation of character
commits itself to a more diverse human subjectivity.

Keywords: character, representation, national discourse, British political
history, Virginia Woolf, 1910.
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