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TEXTS AND CONTEXTS
QUESTION FIVE
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Thinking about the question

Probably the most important requirement of this question is that you have some
detailed knowledge of the historical and cultural context of the text you choose 10
focus on. After all, it's easy enough'to condemn the past in general terms, but much
harder to understand.it-on its own terms. One of the real dangers here is that you
might be content to consider the context of a text only through general references to
class, gender, race or cultural identity. The result can be that you focus too much on
your own historical context and not enough on the context of the text. If you do wish
to condemn the values and attitudes privileged by a text try to keep your focus on the .

context of these, rather than on the values and attitudes themselves, since that is the
intended emphasis of the question. . : :

Even when.your knowledge of context is detailed and specific you should be careful
about spending too much time simply describing the context and not enough time on
showing how your knowledge of the context has influenced or affected your reading of
the text. Indeed, identifying some of the different ways in which context influences or
affects your reading should be at the centre of your planning strategies.

Knowledge of context might: .
e open up the possibilities of an allegorical reading
e impact on your level of identification and empathy with certain characters
e helpyouto understand the text as a political document '

e help you to understand the.dominant values and attitudes of the societies being -
represented Co : o

or

o help you reflect on the closeness of other times and places to our own, of on
their remoteness. ' . :

There are SO many ways in which your reading might be influenced by an appreciation
of the historical and cultural context of a text. Your own list will vary according to the
text you choose, and also according to what you value. You are an important part of
this question because it is you who have been influenced and affected. Therefore, it's
also worth thinking about the subjectivity of your own cultural and historical context
as a way of avoiding ‘finger-pointing.’ You know that your own responses to things are
often different from those of your neighbour, so it probably follows that you have been
influenced in quite specific ways. Don’t be afraid to use ‘I’ in an essay, especially in an
essay like this.

Further reading
o Blainey, G., The Great Seesaw, MacMillan, 1988.

e Burgmann, V. and Lee, J. (eds.), Constructing Culture, Penguin, 1988.
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Sample answer for question 5

Suggested Approach

Read through the answer, ignoring

Text: The Handmaid’s Tale

the annotations, to get a sense of
the argument - then re-read the

answer, giving attention to the

annotations,

Any text ty abways constructeds through the titersection of
historical and cultuwral contexrty of the author, the reader

ond withinthe text itself: A knowledge of the conterty of v <4—

tert iy particudor{ly} vitad to-the reading of dystopias, which
extrapolate ow specific eventy inthe historical context of their
composition. The Handmaid'y Tale by Margaret Atwood, iy {a}
- neaw future dystopio based o e extrapolationsyef from
America society invthe 1980y, pawticulowly the rvise of New
Right movementy, the anti-feminist bocklash, and religiousy
fundoumentolism. A knowledge of recent contexty ay well oy
the cultural context of Americanv society greatly influences o

The general point is
fine, but the expression
could have been
tighter. Have a go at re-
writing the first

- sentence,

reading of the text. <

The Handmaid’y Tade reliesy heawily onw the anti-feminist and
New Right movementy which rose inthe 1980y The tule
constructy ov society wherve these organisationy have created
absolute control. The novel contrasty the feminist movementy
of the 1960y with these movementy. A knowledge of these two-
opposing contexty helpy to-generate reader understonding of
wony invthetext. Feminist phwases suchay <4

The previous sentence
has already located US
society in the 1980's as
being the contextual
focus of the novel,

... Every Baby A Wanted Baby.... and ... womanw'y
cudture ...” ave addressed; aythiy iy the case i Gillead: It
becomes ironic that these versiony of feminism have
succeeded; because each baby wwmed/accwohmg/tothe/
Gileadeavprecept:
: . Give me childwew ov elye I die
amdzaamdwwméety mavy be described ay o “womewy
cultwre’” ay the entive society revolvey around the sexmnality of
womew. Though mew are also- seerv ay sexuad objecty invthe
text, becawise of the assumption that

No need for indentation
here.

.. There i no-such thing ay a stevile many, not any <
more,
the responsibility for the Gleadeow society iy placed on .
women, the variable. A knowledge of the eawlier feminist
movementy reveals this central irony to-the novel. Thevefore o
knowledge of histovical and cultural contest inflinences the
reading of o tert.
Mavgaret Atwood herself hos red’éoted/the cultural notiony of

o collective womawy, which sprung fromthe 1960y feminist
movewmenty. <

The expression is
convoluted  and
the flow of the
argument is
interrupted as a
result,

- Womawy by just the sumy totall of women.

To-dlugtrate this, the-story nowvalive of the novel emphasises
ndividual wowmer ay being able to-resist Gilleadear society
vather thaw groupy. Ay o group inthe Red Centre the female

r

‘Here's another example

where clumsiness with
grammar impacts on
the: good Impression
created by an
interesting idea.
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body ¥ disempowered; ond, reduceds to-ov mewe “.. wowmb-withs

legs..” However, ak v singulow voice; Offred, iy able to-repossesy

her body, throughher narradive and, the ecritunre feminine
I’mwdpvwbwngealed/a/ownd/a{mwwoly’wa move real
thaun T o ands glows reds v tty trownslucent Wrapping: .

This emphasis oW ondividual women vather thawy groups &%

be{/wg/'aMthr reclaim the female identity y only made clear Pmbably'wé Thouan the

%WW“’W of the MV&U&MOVWWWO(L jspecific context Is, still in

need of more detailed
\ e.laboration.

Wl%wawwath’mwofWrbwofrd@gﬁow

sy, not only i Islany but America: Springing
frwvﬂd&prot%tmwc}wwﬁaw cultwre iy much of the imagery
of the text. ﬂwytat@{’}ymwwaamdxwmkwwfomzﬁwmd/
Testoument, the place where Jacob- decided to- ravise Wiy fomily,
WPW#MMWWMWWWW Thig.ty awv ronics

powticioutions. Thiy wovy WWWWWW Both of these paragraphs
. are effective in showing the

. close relationship  that
knowledge of contexts has

to the construction of irony

Awmmmwm\gofcwwwmwwm In the text, although the
VWWnyVWMWMOVLﬁqWOfWGHﬂWCOWMM/ ideas in the second
Gileadean fundamentadist religiov. Some of the precepty it g:{/ae?;;gg fu“riﬁgfd to be
quotesy are not actually inthe Bible, suchv ok’ '
They also- serve who-only stonds ands Wik,

wqwofe/fmwvjo%vafltom onds

" Frowveachv... accovding to-her ability, to-each
according to-hiy need; '
WWVWWWVMMWWMW wordy of Kewl Marw.

WWWWM%AWWWWSWMWWW

mﬂmwvmﬁw/l%wwmnemaryh&ytwmb

WmmtoerwﬁwwmboMVepwmmofw :
alist religiony ,yeotpre,adumg/’ , Commumnistic phwasey

fromwy (which albhorreds Vela,gM‘J‘W ay the “opiate of the masses’). An |nterestj$
Other principley of Glleadear sOCkely also spring from Biblical O iots :Sfp:gi
misinterpretations. A “Mawtha v Gilead iy praiseds ay o of the Cold War,
i worker, wherea i the Biblical stovy Jesus chidey but til In need &
Mawthow for wovking o trivials concernk nstead, of Listening on the sense of
o the wordsof God Thethwee central Chyristion precepty of F&‘g;gg'i e fau“n‘f
faith, hope and charity M@/WW}Q’O‘WWGW damentalism thata -
veligion; oy well oy literadly the missing cushiony v the mggd;’""‘m“menf
house. The reading of this text, due hope-ond-cherity to iy -

deep bowiy o Chwistiowy Scriptures; ty undenially affected by v
WW@&WWMWWW@W@@W

sty of Tty Tals may oo readery inking | it e
ot the novel containg ey of gender, Loy o oulturals g—] Araumert

R,age ,‘3:8 L
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identity, but without refervence to-race. However, o
understonding of the culbural context of Americo v the
1980y, pawticulowly ity diverse racial makeup, leads to-as
reading of the text which iy awawe of the conspicuouy absence
of race imsues. The absence of charactery of diffevent racey or
of different ethnic groupy may be seervthenway port of the
cultural rewriting performed by the Gleadeaw fanaticy, o
type of racial purge of Americo. The overly eovwpirexpley
ethnic nawmes in the historical notes breedy more questions.
Refevencesto-av ... sing-song:..” may lead readery to-anv
acknowledgement of the presence of native Americar peoples;
yet theret-owe move expliciltyreferencey made. A knowledge
of the historical context of the novel informsy readers that the
“University of Denay, Nunawvit” iy av corruptiow of the nauwne of
the first native American government, created, just priov to-
the novelly composition. Thix leady to-the understanding that
Just ay Glleadeoawy society way constructed ay o
groups, such ay racial and ethnic groups, to-come into-
political and cultwral power. These added dimensiony to-the
message of the dystopiov awe only generated, through the
knowledge of the historical ands cultural background of ity
compositio.

The Hoandmaidly Tale, o near fulre @;topﬁwby Mawrgaret

The conclusion is clear

Atwood, relies heawily onthe reader’s knowledge of ity
nistorvical ands cultwral contert, in ovder to-make av reading
which fully utiises ity many layery of symbolismu. Anw
understanding of ferminist movementy of the 19605, the
notiow of o collective womany, Chwistion culiwral ands
historical contexty ay presenteds in the Bible, and the contexty
of American society just prior to-the novelly composition, all

and concise. The two
main answers given to
the question were that
knowledge of contexts
helps us to understand
the ironies In the text
and explore the
significance of the
issues that are being
addressed. Can vyou
think of any others?

play o crucial role in developing the trony and significonce

s,

Observations

The broad outline of the argument is convincing. The
candidate clearly identifies some of the main ways that a
detailed knowledge of context can illuminate many of the
important issues represented in the text and is able to
demonstrate a close working knowledge of both the text
and some of the specific contexts associated with its
construction.

Essay structure

Textual knowledge is highly satisfactory. The essay is
always concerned to demonstrate the relationships between
text and context, and avoids the problem of demonstrating
an .awareness of context, but an. inability to. identify its
significance in terms of the action of the novel.

Development of ideas
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