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With his Advice to Young Men (1830) William Cobbett offered a series of letters with 

lessons on how to be a perfect nineteenth-century middle-class gentleman. Cobbett’s 

conduct text allows for three important observations: firstly, that one needs to learn 

what it means to be a man or a woman. Secondly, that the rules on the performance 

of one’s gender differed across historical periods. And, thirdly, Cobbett’s conduct 

manual proves one cannot talk about one gender’s construction without analysing - 

in equally precise terms - what it means to be the other(s).  

This final observation was one of the most important conclusions from the third and 

fourth waves of feminist movements. And so, to Simone de Beauvoir’s statement 

“one is not born a woman, but becomes one”, masculinity / men’s studies replied: 

the same applies to being men. Just as there are many types of women, there are 

many kinds of men.  

This BA seminar begins with this very research question: what has it meant to be a 

man or a woman across centuries, however, with a special attention given to the 18th 

and 19th centuries. We will research the notions of gender and gender performance 

on the example of British and Irish literature, with careful attention to cultural studies 

(i.e. using New Historicism, Feminist Studies, Women Studies, Men’s Studies, 

Posthuman studies). Participants will engage in reading a variety of literary and 

paraliterary texts representing men/women, and the way their ideal(s) or antimodels 

have been imagined in British and Irish literature. As such, students will study and, 

eventually, write their BA theses on, for example: the notions of bad women (or 

monstrous women) vs their ideological ideals; patriarchal ideals of masculinity vs 

types of maleness that do not follow the ideological rules; normative sexualities vs 

cultural taboos; histories and herstories of family bliss and tragedy; prosaic or poetic 

explorations of femininity and masculinity vs dramatic renditions and performances 

of gender, and many more. Importantly, this seminar invites students who like to 

read and write about literature (without the help of ChatGPT) but also are ready to 

engage in in-depth literary and cultural research. 

NOTE: This seminar is not for you, if you want to write about the media or film 

(unless it is an adaptation of a novel/drama). It is also not for you, if you wish to 

write about American literature, unless it pertains to important comparative aspects. 

 

Potential topics may include (this is only a tentative proposition!): 

Gothic women and their transgressive potential. 

The perfect woman in selected eighteenth-century novels. 

Men writing women in the Victorian period. 

Monstrous men in nineteenth-century fiction. 



Fatherhood in eighteenth and nineteenth-century fiction. 

Madness and femininity in nineteenth-century literary texts and ego-documents. 

Motherhood as prerogative or ideological requirement in British fiction. 

Marriage and social roles on the basis of selected eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 

texts. 
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